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Abstract 
Historically, fantasy fiction has tended to present sexuality and gender in a conservative light. 
Contemporary authors in this genre have the opportunity to imagine worlds in which they can 
critique these norms and offer new and subversive alternatives. Elizabeth Moon’s work has 
been seen by some readers and critics (Mains, et al, Bach) to challenge conservative gender 
roles, and while in some areas this is evident, a critical reading of her Paksworld series 
through a feminist lens reveals that her work is still largely restricted by normative notions of 
gender and heteronormative contexts and ideals. 
In this thesis I argue that while Moon’s female characters are allowed a certain amount of 
autonomy, they are still often repressed by those around them, silenced, or subject to male 
dominance and/or sexual violence. Those women in the novels who achieve a position of 
social, political or spiritual power are forced to make choices between roles: for example, 
between being a warrior and a mother, and are not allowed to ‘have it all’. Moon does subvert 
some familiar feminine tropes – her fantasy princesses for example avoid being married 
against their will, and her female warriors are more complex than simply being ‘sheroes’. 
Utilising masculinities and disability theory, I also analyse Moon’s treatment of men and 
masculinity. While Moon presents several familiar male fantasy tropes, she also portrays 
some surprisingly subversive men. These men are forced to reimagine and reinterpret their 
own masculine identities by having to confront ageing, disability, mutilation and loss of 
personal power while negotiating traditionally masculine homo-social environments. 
Finally, I argue that Moon’s presentation of sexuality in the Paksworld series is problematic 
and conservative in that very few of her characters are having pleasurable, consensual sex, 
especially not outside traditional marriage structures. Furthermore, the Paksworld series is 
largely heteronormative, with same-sex desire identified predominantly with a character who 
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is presented as an antagonist to Paks. Paks herself is asexual, and I argue that Moon uses this 
as a way to avoid dealing with the issue of female sexual desire rather than an opportunity to 
explore asexuality as a valid sexual preference or identity. Overall, I argue that despite some 
subversive elements, Moon’s characters are still largely restricted by conservative 
expectations of genre, culture, gender and sexuality. 
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Introduction 
 
Fantastic fiction occupies an important place in popular culture. Its popularity has grown in 
recent decades, as has been demonstrated by the success of works like JK Rowling’s Harry 
Potter (1997 – 2007) series, George R.R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire (1996 – present), 
and Neil Gaiman’s American Gods (2001) along with their film and television adaptations. 
According to Mark Chadbourn (3), “The fantasy genre is enjoying enormous popularity with 
readers and audiences worldwide”. Mark Newton (3) notes the appeal of fantasy’s ability to 
create alternate worlds, writing that “People like to explore greater themes…Anything is 
possible in fantasy, and the genre can exercise our ability to think, and to wonder”.  
Fantasy has the potential to present alternative and diverse societies in order to question 
traditional belief systems.  Daniel Baker (437) writes that “fantasy’s increasing presence in 
the marketplace together with the genre’s potential for progressive socio-political 
representation, indicates the genre’s aesthetic power”.  Some authors in this genre produce 
subversive works which question the status quo. English author China Miéville, for example, 
writes from a specifically Marxist perspective and works to present fantasy which explores 
contemporary issues. Miéville states that “…Because I come at this with a political 
perspective, the world that I’m creating is embedded with many of the concerns that I 
have…” (The Believer – Interview with China Miéville, Lou Anders). The metaphorical 
quality of fantasy allows writers to explore issues such as gender and sexuality in ways which 
can be less overtly challenging and confrontational than in literature in which the fictional 
world presented closely resembles our own primary world. Baker further notes that “by going 
past reality, by plunging through and beyond it, fantasy can offer an interesting, at times 
disturbing, perspective” (437). Sarah Jo Webb (155) writes that fantasy provides a rich 
ground for metaphor and symbol, and that the “indirection of metaphor and symbol asks the 
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reader to dig more deeply, to create a meaning that roughly corresponds to what the writer 
intended but is richer and more personal”. Fantasy can question established ideas, create 
cultures which explore alternative ways of being, and examine cultural and social beliefs 
through innovative characterizations and settings. Miẻville highlights the importance of 
fantasy and its ability to direct readers towards new concepts and ideas: “No matter how 
commodified and domesticated the fantastic in its various forms might be, we need fantasy to 
think the world, and to change it” (Editorial, 48, qtd in Baker).  
Eric Garber and Lyn Paleo (preface ⅵ) write that fantastic literature is an ideal genre to 
examine popular attitudes toward variant sexualities, due to its ability to imagine alternative 
possibilities. John Garrison (222) similarly observes that fantasy (and science fiction) “often 
features new forms of sexual identity and relationships, whether as central elements of the 
plot or as a component of a narrative’s imagined culture”. Garrison also suggests that 
“Fantasy narratives can create unique environments in which to explore sexual identities that 
could exist outside the range of real-world cultural possibility”. Often the presence of magic 
within fantasy texts allows for exploration of otherness and speculated sexualities. Lynn 
Flewelling’s The Bone Doll’s Twin (2001), for example, portrays a young girl destined to be 
Queen who is magically transformed into a boy to protect her from assassins. She grows up 
unaware of her true gender and through this character Flewelling explores expectations with 
regard to gendered behaviour. Garrison (222) writes “Other works, however, go beyond 
simply reimagining our own culture and its sexual modalities to speculate what form as-yet-
unrealized sexual identities might take”. NK Jemisin’s The Hundred Thousand Kingdoms 
(2010) is an excellent example of this, where a god assumes many forms across the gender 
and biological sex spectrum.  While Fantasy texts have often remained conservative in their 
approach to sexuality and gender, historically reinforcing traditional norms and cultural 
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expectations, progress is being made by many contemporary authors toward subversive 
treatment of sexuality and gender. 
Elizabeth Moon is a popular writer of fantasy and science fiction. Her Paksworld series 
utilises the High Fantasy tradition and also embraces subgenres such as military fantasy, epic 
and heroic fantasy, and medieval fantasy, and attempts to subvert some traditional tropes and 
socio-cultural norms commonly found within these genres. As I demonstrate in Chapter One, 
High Fantasy (also often called epic fantasy), is perhaps one of the most traditional sub-
genres, and is set in an entirely fictional fantasy world. The stories are often lengthy and epic, 
involving multiple characters and large-scale quests where the fate of the world rests on the 
shoulders of the heroes.  
In this thesis I examine the extent to which Moon subverts conservative tropes of gender and 
sexuality that are common in much fantasy fiction and in particular, in the High Fantasy 
tradition in which she is working. In an interview with Jayme Lynn Blaschke, Moon 
comments on the value of dealing with social issues, using fantasy fiction as a vehicle: “You 
can also make explicit certain social problems that again, would be prejudged or not 
encountered at all in real life, because people have set up defences against it. Fantasy allows 
you to get past defences” (88). Moon is a prolific and popular author and the first novel of 
The Deed of Paksenarrion trilogy, The Sheepfarmer’s Daughter (1988) won the Compton 
Crook Award and became the foundation for the subsequent Paksworld series. Moon’s work 
has appeared on the New York Times Bestseller list, she has been a finalist for the Hugo 
Award (1997) and Arthur C Clarke award (2003) and has won the Nebula Award (2003) and 
Robert A Heinlein Award (2007). She has twenty-six novels in print and fifty shorter works 
published in various magazines and anthologies.  
There has been relatively little academic focus to date on Moon’s work, which is surprising 
given the popularity of her novels. The Deed of Paksenarrion trilogy was the focus of a 
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Masters’ thesis written by Nona M Shepherd Wisenhunt (1999) which focused on the Hero’s 
Journey and dealt only with that trilogy, and Moon’s work has been mentioned by critics 
(Mains, et al, Tolmie) along with other fantasy and science fiction works which focus on 
women. Moon was Guest of Honour at Wiscon (2010) – the ‘feminist science fiction 
convention’, yet her invitation was controversially withdrawn following comments she made 
regarding Islam in her blog post titled ‘Citizenship’ (Sept 11, 2010). Her conservatism in 
relation to race is evidenced by her statement that “Groups that self-isolate, that determinedly 
distinguish themselves by location, by language, by dress, will not be accepted as readily as 
those that plunge into the mainstream”. She further commented, referring to a Muslim 
memorial site near the site of the 9/11 memorial that the “Islamic world in general show[ed] 
indecent glee about the attack…” inferring that the majority of Muslims supported the 
extremists’ actions. Moon’s church sponsored a talk by a Muslim from a local mosque in 
order to promote understanding, which Moon described as being “all about how wonderful 
Islam was - totally ignoring the historical roots of Islamic violence”. Her comments caused 
offence to many and Wiscon’s organisers and parent organisation SF3 chose to exclude her 
on these grounds (Locus, Oct 22, 2010). This suggests the impact that Moon’s experiences in 
the U.S military and her conservative Christianity have had on her worldview. While there is 
potential for exploring the issue of race and its representation within the Paksworld series, it 
is not the focus of this thesis. In this thesis I examine the extent to which this conservatism  
influences her depiction of gender and sexuality.   
Drawing heavily on the tradition of High/Epic fantasy, the Paksworld series is set in a pseudo 
– medieval world where women’s adventures are the focus of the narrative, with the 
exception of A Legacy of Honour (Omnibus edition, 2010) which also presents aspects of the 
story from the point of view of a male protagonist. Moon’s work places women in positions 
of authority and leadership and espouses the value of the military for providing opportunities 
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for women to excel. Moon’s fantasy series begins with The Deed of Paksenarrion, following 
a young girl, Paks (Paksenarrion), who leaves home to join a mercenary company and 
become a warrior. Throughout the trilogy, which encompasses Sheepfarmer’s Daughter, 
Divided Allegiance and Oath of Gold (1992), she becomes a Paladin1 and endures several 
tests before her quest is completed – to find the rightful king and see him crowned. The 
subsequent novels follow on from this, with less focus on Paks and more on the characters 
who were supporting players in the trilogy. The thesis analyses the depiction of gender and 
sexuality in A Legacy of Honour, essentially a prequel where Moon develops the story of 
Gird, who becomes the central figure in the series’ main organised religion, known as the 
Fellowship of Gird.  Expanding on the idea that fantasy is able to question, analyse and even 
subvert socio-cultural norms, this thesis will explore and analyse whether Elizabeth Moon’s 
Paksworld series reveals a tension between the subversion and re-inscription of social and 
cultural norms, and how this tension is revealed through issues such as masculinity, sexuality, 
roles of women, and genre in the series, as well as through tensions between contemporary 
approaches to social, cultural and political issues and the pseudo medieval world in which the 
characters exist.  
 Chapter one explores how Moon engages with a mixture of fantasy subgenres, and how the 
question of representation is consciously or unconsciously influenced by the operation of 
generic patterns that can be followed or subverted, but are always present. I will demonstrate 
that Moon’s work can be situated within High/Epic fantasy and Military fantasy, and that her 
narratives are also set within a pseudo medieval world which recreates an imagined Middle 
Ages and thus also encompasses the Medieval Fantasy genre.   
                                                          
1 The term Paladin comes from the Late 16th century: from the French paladin, from Italian 
paladino, and from Latin palatinus ‘(officer) of the palace’, and was also used to describe the 
twelve companions of Charlemagne. A broader meaning is simply “A knight renowned for 
heroism and chivalry” (Oxford English Dictionary, Retrieved 10/9/2018). 
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Chapter two deals with Moon’s treatment of men and masculinity. Moon positions some of 
her male characters in relation to the female quest and presents others as being weak or 
reliant on others (often women). With the exception of Gird, who first appears in A Legacy of 
Honour and is mentioned throughout all the novels, she creates no male heroes. In Chapter 3 
I continue my discussion of Moon’s problematic depiction of women in various roles. While 
she claims to present warrior women as strong, autonomous and courageous, and this is true 
to some extent, her female characters are still subject to various restrictions and stereotypical 
portrayals.  
Moon’s portrayal of sexuality is perhaps where questions around genre, gender, feminism and 
the military are most evident. This is explored in Chapter four where I argue Moon’s 
portrayal of sexuality is often repressive and dominated by sexual violence. Sexuality in 
Moon’s novels is generally either absent or punished, and this is problematic. 
Bringing these approaches together, this thesis will analyse and interrogate Moon’s work 
with regard to her treatment of gender and sexuality, and question whether she utilises the 
fantasy genre’s ability to subvert established norms and expectations or remains restricted by 
generic, social and cultural normativity and conservative ideals. 
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Chapter 1: Genre 
Elizabeth Moon’s Paksworld fantasy series straddles several fantasy subgenres. This is 
particularly important in considering the ways in which the constraints and opportunities of 
each of these subgenres impact on the narratives she creates. As a writer of Military science 
fiction, there are also hints of this throughout her fantasy novels. Moon’s novels sit 
comfortably within the genres of High/ Epic fantasy, as they deal with stories about heroes, 
and are influenced by the epic literary tradition. Moon’s work also encompasses the medieval 
fantasy genre, as her narratives are set in imagined, pseudo-medieval worlds which are unlike 
our own, but also tied to the primary world through the use of metaphor, romantic 
reconstruction and similitude. As a former Marine, Moon also borrows heavily from her 
experiences in creating a detailed military lifestyle for her characters, thus also situating her 
series within the subgenre of military fantasy. However, she achieves this by a somewhat 
discordant blending of contemporary military terminology and training and classical military 
strategies set within a pseudo-medieval world. Moon largely adheres to the boundaries and 
conventions of genre, yet she does attempt to push these boundaries through the creation of 
some non-normative characters and situations within the narratives. As this chapter will 
demonstrate, she does manage to subvert some reader expectations of gender and generic 
stereotypes with regard to sexuality and gender and attempts to reimagine some of these 
typical generic stereotypes.  
According to John Kinsella (57), genre is important as a “category of recognition”. He writes 
that genre is “about a set of rules that dictate the probable flow of the narrative, of the 
conditions of encounter with character and setting” (57). “Genre” is a term widely used in 
linguistics, literary theory and media theory to describe a certain ‘kind’ or ‘type’ of text. 
Robert Allen (44) observes that genre study has “taken as its principal task the division of the 
world of literature into types and the naming of those types”. Genre has proved a difficult and 
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fluctuating concept to define. David Duff (1) writes “In modern literary theory, few concepts 
have proved more problematic and unstable than genre”. Daniel Chandler (1) agrees, 
commenting on the changeability and indistinct boundaries constructed within genre theory: 
“there are no undisputed ‘maps’ of the system of genres within any medium…furthermore 
there is often considerable disagreement about the definition of specific genres”. Mikhail 
Bakhtin divided genres into two specific categories – primary and secondary. He 
distinguished straightforward, uncomplicated texts like diaries, letters and jokes as primary 
genres, whereas complex, more highly developed secondary genres included novels and 
scientific papers. This distinction has been utilised by some genre theorists but has evolved to 
become recognised more in terms like simple/complex and minor/major. As well as literature, 
theories and categories of genre are also often applied to film, television programmes, art and 
media. 
Genre serves to frame reader expectations, and Stephen Neale (158), referring to film genres 
(though also particularly relevant to literary genre), explains that genres consist of “specific 
systems of expectation and hypothesis that spectators bring with them to the cinema and that 
interact with films themselves during the course of the viewing process”. Viewers/readers 
know what to expect when they choose a film or book from a certain genre, and preconceived 
ideas about what these texts might contain largely influence the reader’s choice. Neale also 
states that genre systems provide spectators/readers with a means of recognition and 
understanding, thereby rendering the work “intelligible and explicable” (158). For readers, 
certain narrative elements are therefore both expected and anticipated – these plots happen 
precisely because of the genre of the text. Dragons appear, for example, in fantasy fiction 
because their presence is perfectly acceptable within the framework of a fantasy novel, yet 
their appearance in a western would be highly unlikely and improbable, thereby disrupting 
reader expectations and genre convention, though of course all genres are open to writer 
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experimentation and subversion.  Kinsella (57) writes that the reader “expects certain patterns 
to be created (and) engaged with”, and disruptions to these patterns often sit uncomfortably 
with readers – especially those expecting traditional, conservative stories. Betty Rosenberg, 
in Genreflecting (1986) remarks on the importance of genre in readers’ choices and 
expectations: “each reader may choose the desirable worlds or characters, the type of genre, 
to identify with” (xvii). Neale (158) expands on this, stating that this reader identification 
requires a “knowledge of…various regimes of verisimilitude – various systems of 
plausibility, motivation, justification, and belief…it entails notions of propriety, of what is 
appropriate and therefore probable”. He further refers to the work of Tzvetan Todorov, who 
posits that there are two types of verisimilitude – generic, and broader, social or cultural 
verisimilitude. Neale (159) describes certain genres as appealing more to cultural 
verisimilitude, citing gangster films, war films and police thrillers as having a link with 
“authentic” discourses – maps, diaries, newspaper headlines, etc. This serves to differentiate 
these ‘relatable’ narratives from those which do not appeal to authenticity – science fiction, 
fantasy and horror.  Fantasy writers are not constrained by the ‘reality’ of the primary world, 
and therefore they have the opportunity to imagine alternatives which can be read as 
critiquing or subverting what we take for granted in the primary world.  
Genre also serves to form a relationship between the author and the audience. Gunther Kress 
(107) remarks that “Every genre positions those who participate in a text of that kind…each 
written text provides a ‘reading position’ for readers, constructed by the writer…” The writer 
positions the reader by relying on certain assumptions regarding their familiarity with the 
genre, their ideals and attitudes to the subject matter. Citing Nicholas Abercrombie (43) with 
regard to television, Chandler adds that “genres permit the creation and maintenance of a 
loyal audience”, and this is also true of fiction. Genres allow for the prediction of 
audience/reader expectations, so writers, following a generic formula, can produce works 
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which appeal to these requirements. Commenting on the generic appeal of certain authors, 
Rosenberg (xix) observes “genre readers are not only devoted to a genre, they become 
devoted to an author”, and the popularity of fantasy writers like JK Rowling or George R.R. 
Martin, or crime writers like James Patterson or Patricia Cornwell are excellent examples of 
this, with their books becoming bestsellers and appealing to millions of fans. Rosenberg (xix) 
notes that these authors are often prolific, producing series rather than single novels. This is 
particularly the case with fantasy authors.  
Often, writers working within certain genres will utilise or adhere to established genre 
conventions. Kinsella (57) observes that “strict genre will follow social and moral norms, will 
operate within the accepted conventions of the society that it comes out of ”, indicating that 
these established generic conventions discourage authors from stepping beyond traditional 
boundaries as dictated by genre. Chandler (8) argues that “genre constrains the possible ways 
in which a text is interpreted, guiding readers of a text towards a preferred reading (which is 
normally in accordance with the dominant ideology)” (original italics). Although he notes 
that this does not prevent readers from making alternative interpretations, he explains that 
genre knowledge “orientates competent readers of the genre to the appropriate attitudes, 
assumptions and expectations about a text…and (allows them to) make feasible predictions 
about events in a narrative” (8). 
Kinsella states that “to move outside the acceptable is to tread the edge of genre” (57), yet 
some writers are willing to experiment with blurring genre boundaries and encroaching on 
new territories within their narratives. He cites the romance novel as an example, observing 
that, in following genre ‘rules’, “the romance will be between man and woman, of certain 
types and ages, with certain rituals closely followed” (57). He then points out how these 
genre conventions might be subverted: “the genre might be subverted through a political or 
ethical challenge to the status quo – the lovers might be of the same sex, they might be an 
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older woman and a young man – but the author will use the conventions to create irony and 
challenge genre to emphasise the critical point…” Therefore, genre can also be a tool utilised 
by authors to challenge its own conventions – authors can subvert genre norms in a variety of 
ways through narrative differences and characterisations which do not ‘fit’ genre rules. 
Kinsella states that “those authors who use genre to undo this state, this society, deploy irony 
and juxtaposition but must still do so within its laws” (57).  
The Fantasy Genre 
While many genres present the opportunity for this stretching of boundaries and conventions, 
one of the most pliable is fantasy fiction, with its myriad subgenres and shifting borders not 
only between subgenres of fantasy fiction but also between fantasy and other speculative 
modes, such as science fiction and horror.  Fairy tales in their original form are credited with 
influencing fantasy writers in both form and content, not only with regard to their depictions 
of alternative worlds but also in their portrayals of gender and sexuality. Madonna 
Kolbenschlag writes in her foreword to Kiss Sleeping Beauty Good-bye, that tales such as 
Sleeping Beauty, Snow White and Beauty and the Beast are “parables of what women were 
traditionally supposed to be; and at the same time prophecies of the spiritual metamorphosis 
to which they are called”. Brian Stableford notes in his introduction to The A to Z of Fantasy 
Literature (2009) that ““Fantasy’” became firmly established as the label for a popular 
commercial genre of adult fiction in the 1970’s”. Nevertheless, fantasy as a genre has 
remained difficult to define. Gary K Wolfe (31) in Evaporating Genres: Essays on the 
Fantastic Literature (2011) observes that by the time fantasy had developed enough of an 
identity to come to the attention of literary theorists it was already proving problematic in 
terms of description other than to “assert that it involved possible beings or actions, 
maintained a particularly otherworldly tone, and subverted bourgeois expectations of 
narrative”. Richard Matthews (2002) concurs, stating that as a literary genre fantasy “may be 
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best thought of as a fiction that elicits wonder through elements of the supernatural or 
impossible. It consciously breaks free from mundane reality”. Fantasy fiction, then, presents 
readers with the opportunity for escapism and serves to challenge ideas of possibility and 
probability. Magic exists, dragons roam the landscape and ordinary people achieve 
extraordinary feats, and this is perhaps the appeal of fantasy literature. Clute and Grant write 
that fantasy literature contains certain key elements – bondage, recognition, metamorphosis, 
and recovery/healing: 
“A fantasy text may be described as the story of an earned passage from bondage, via a             
central recognition of what has been revealed and of what is about to happen, and which may 
involve a profound metamorphosis of protagonist or world (or both), in to the eucatastrophe, 
where marriage may occur, just governance fertilise the barren land, and there is a healing” 
(338 – 339) 
 
Although this quest structure is common to fantasy fiction, Wolfe writes that “there have long 
been science fiction stories that are also horror stories, horror stories that are also fantasies, 
fantasies that are also historical fiction and so on” (1). Wolfe’s observation highlights the 
idea that genre boundaries can be crossed, distorted, challenged and changed. He expands on 
this by pointing out that “…the ways in which literature is written, published, distributed, 
read, and even reviewed, do not always, or easily yield to the pure perspectives of literary 
theory” (1). Fantasy, which has long been dominated by the quest structure popularised by 
Tolkien, who borrowed heavily from earlier myths such as The Odyssey, now appears to 
require a rethinking of the way the genre is read. Wolfe cites the work of Angela Carter, in 
particular The Bloody Chamber and Other Stories (1979) as an example, although these could 
be read as simple contemporary retellings of fairy tales, their narratives examine the much 
larger issues of culture and gender. Her novels (The Infernal Desire Machines of Dr Hoffman, 
1972, and Heroes and Villains, 1969, both of which blend fantasy, gothic fiction, post- 
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apocalyptic fiction and science fiction) also use aspects of magic realism, surrealism and 
romance.  
Many female writers have emerged as authors of fantasy fiction. Brian Attebery (89) lists 
writers such as Patricia MacKillip, Diana Wynne Jones and Susan Cooper as examples of 
authors who have “found fantasy – with its conventions derived from fairy tale, romance, 
supernatural legend and myth - to be an appropriate vehicle for conveying the ideas and 
experiences they have found significant enough to work into narrative form”. Attebery (89) 
also comments on the female authors’ utilisation of genre conventions in order to put female 
protagonists and issues at the forefront of their work: “women fantasists are engaged in such 
joint enterprises as refurbishing archetypal images of the goddess, redefining the qualities of 
heroism to include female experience and reaffirming women’s access to the narrative 
storehouse of the past”. Attebery also observes that women’s coming of age stories are 
seemingly not as well- known as those of men, so fantasy writers must invent their own 
rituals. Elizabeth Moon’s Paks undergoes no formal ritual as such – her coming of age story 
is played out within a military company. Moon situates her character in a mainly homo-
social, somewhat hostile environment where no real community of women exists, unlike the 
camaraderie shown within the company between the male characters. Female fantasy writers 
often create these kinds of female communities within their narratives, (for example, Marion 
Zimmer Bradley’s Mists of Avalon) where women share their experiences, yet Moon eschews 
this. Attebery (103) writes that fantasy can call certain assumptions into question, and Moon 
questions the assumption that female writers will create communities of women who support 
each other and band together due to their minority status within their environment (in Moon’s 
case a military company). No such community of women exists in Moon’s narrative – rather 
the women are competitive, individual and rarely (if ever) share experiences or discuss 
issues. Their approach to their situations is largely masculine. According to Sharon R Bird 
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(122), writing about masculinity and competitiveness, “Competition supports an identity that 
depends not on likeness and cooperation but on separation and distinction” and this describes 
the relationships of the women in Paks’ military unit, especially Paks and Barra. This could 
be read as Moon avoiding a cliché of sorts in that women must be presented as communal 
and supportive when this is actually not always the case - yet imbuing them with mainly 
typically masculine qualities can be problematic. The ‘shero’ has become a typical character 
in fantasy narratives which contain women – ostensibly putting a man in a woman’s body and 
celebrating the traits traditionally associated with masculinity.  Moon does still portray her 
women in a largely patriarchal, pseudo medieval society, remaining within genre boundaries 
defined by High/Heroic and Medieval fantasy where the male is privileged and females are 
given little autonomy.  
Elizabeth Moon does attempt to push the boundaries of fantasy, particularly those of High 
and Epic fantasy, however she is still mostly constrained by the rules of genre. Her created 
world contains many of the elements expected by fantasy readers – there is certainly the 
recurrent theme of the impossible made possible in these novels. Magic exists, as do 
otherworldly beings like elves. Kinsella (57) observes that “the conventions of genre make 
the slightest variations monumental movements”, and although Moon mainly stays within 
genre boundaries, she does attempt to make some significant changes – namely that most of 
the novels centre around the stories of women as warriors and heroes. Attebery (87) writes 
that “a strength and a weakness of fantasy is its reliance on traditional storytelling forms and 
motifs” – fantasy can reimagine traditional characters and stories, yet, he points out, “a 
willingness to return to the narrative structures of the past can entail as well an unquestioning 
acceptance of its social structure”. He highlights the attention paid in these narratives to 
coming-of-age stories: those which follow the hero from childhood to adulthood, drawing on 
motifs of ritual and transition/transformation from myth and fairy tale. These invariably 
15 
 
traced the journey of the young hero and his “displacement, transformation and return” (87) 
as described in the hero mono myth by Joseph Campbell. Attebery (87 – 88) observes that 
this pattern is reproduced in some form in “virtually every modern fantasy” and that the 
protagonists of these stories are largely male. He cites Ursula Le Guin’s The Tombs of Atuan 
(1971) as a move away from this tradition as the coming-of-age story centres on a young 
woman. Many contemporary fantasy novels feature female protagonists, such as Robin 
McKinley’s The Hero and the Crown (1984), Tamora Pierce’s Immortals series (1992-1996) 
and the Graceling series by Kristin Cashore (first published in 2008). So too does Elizabeth 
Moon’s The Deed of Paksenarrion – where it is a young woman who ventures forth to 
become a warrior. Attebery writes that women writers following Le Guin have learned from 
her technique of adapting the conventions of fantasy using knowledge of “anthropological 
studies of rites of passage…to create a new assemblage, with new meanings, out of existing 
materials” (89). While Moon creates a female protagonist who sets out on her own journey, 
she does confine her to the boundaries of the traditional fantasy narrative where the woman’s 
adventure is often begun as a flight from sexual violence or arranged marriage. Though Paks 
does flee an arranged marriage, she does so by forcing her way out with sword in hand rather 
than to run away in the night, and this does go some way toward offering a somewhat 
different reading. Early in the narrative, Paks explains that she has always wanted to be a 
warrior, and this differs from the norm as most of the women whose adventures take place 
due to threat are forced or somehow fall into their adventures. Paks seeks this from the 
beginning. 
Such revisions are often unusual in the High/Heroic genre which often feature romanticised 
reconstructions of medieval society. Medievalist fantasy is itself a subgenre of these. The 
appeal of romanticised pseudo-medieval settings lies in what Alison Searle (13) calls the 
“role of the medieval in facilitating the creation of an ‘other’ world that is nevertheless oddly 
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familiar in its basic structure: in terms of good and evil, the quality of lived experience and so 
on”. The imagined medieval world offers a world that “is at once past and figuratively 
present” (Searle, 6), where reason and rationality are subordinated to imagination. This is 
seen as being in contrast to the ideas of the Enlightenment, where the focus was on the future 
and science and rational thought, a response which Searle (6) calls “a vision of reality where 
the natural is penetrated by the supernatural, the finite tapers into a heady infinite, and a sense 
of mystery beyond the limitations of human intellect fosters humility”. Characters within 
these narratives are frequently presented in the chivalric dress of knights, and they are often 
held accountable to a chivalric code of honour. The Medieval knightly ideal is a common 
trope in these genres of fantasy fiction, and Carolyne Larrington (1) writes that fantasy 
authors are heavily influenced by the medieval west, “with its recognisable social institutions 
of chivalry, kingship, [and] its conventions of inheritance and masculinity”. The image of the 
medieval knight invokes high ideals of honour, bravery, courtesy, respect for women and 
protection of the weak – characteristics which may be seen as lacking in the real world by 
contemporary readers who are willing to participate in a nostalgic, romantic world where, as 
Searle (6) asserts, “Evil has to be fought afresh each generation; every human being has to 
choose”. This nostalgia for a romanticised Middle Ages is described by Mark Fabrizi (13) as 
being “suffused with a romantic vision of earlier ages, a melancholy longing for better days, 
and the certain knowledge that the current generation is but a pale shadow of greater 
forefathers”, and Moon utilises this in her portrayal of the myth surrounding Gird. In fact, she 
creates no male heroes after him – such is the power of his legacy. His laws are followed by 
generations after him and his moral code is enacted strictly by his followers. In a reference 
perhaps to the chivalric codes of the past, these laws are titled ‘The Code of Gird’. Searle (6) 
also asserts that “the medieval code of ethics and chivalry operates as an idealised standard to 
which characters aspire, and against which the values of the contemporary world are 
17 
 
measured and found wanting”. Thus pseudo-medieval fantasy settings provide an alternative 
world which holds its citizens to higher ethical and moral standards according to behaviour 
and conduct. This is true of Moon’s novels, where there exists a very clear dichotomy 
between good and evil, and noble, ‘good’ characters are pitted against those who lean 
towards darkness. Paks and Dorrin, along with Stammel, Phelan and the Halverics are 
presented as both brave and noble and hold themselves and each other to high standards of 
behaviour reminiscent of the code of chivalry alluded to and romanticised by many fantasy 
authors in these settings. The genre may be fantastic but it is still underpinned by 
conservative ideals and settings. According to Fabrizi (13) High Fantasy is “inherently a 
conservative genre, often revolving around the preservation or restoration of the status quo, 
usually in the form of a patriarchal monarchy or autocracy”. 
The land and the landscape also play an important role in High (or Epic) and Medievalist 
fantasy. Pamela Freeman (5) suggests that “It may also be that the landscape of epic fantasy 
is the landscape of the quest, which requires the physical effort of travel as an analogue for 
moral stature” and many fantasy heroes endure significant physical challenges.  Freeman also 
observes that there is a requirement that the travel be physically demanding and place the 
hero into the wild, therefore situating the hero and the reader in a pre-industrialised world (5). 
Brian Attebery (in Freeman, 2006, p. 5) states that the choice of a pre-industrial landscape 
and political system is “a way of presenting ‘the other’, a subversion of modern realist norms 
which allows a wider vision of humanity and the universe than the restrictions of mimetic 
fiction”.  Although the land is inhabited by many races and beings, it is essentially a shared 
environment, and this is one of the reasons the land/scape is important in fantasy fiction and 
often serves as a catalyst for the uniting of the inhabitants of the realm who may previously 
have been at odds. (In the Lord of the Rings, for example, Gimli, a dwarf, must work closely 
with Legolas, an elf; communities usually at odds with one another). Writing about character 
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tropes in fantasy fiction, Freeman (10) concurs, stating that “Perhaps more importantly, they 
share a landscape, a countryside rather than a cityscape, alternating villages with 
wilderness…” The land is often threatened, and the narrative regularly contains allusions to a 
once great civilization which has been destroyed. Middle Earth is at risk of complete 
destruction at the will of Sauron, and in A Song of Ice and Fire the lost civilization of Old 
Valyria has been destroyed in a volcanic eruption. In Moon’s world it is Old Aare, a once 
thriving civilization now a barren wasteland, and it is the restoration of this land which is the 
focus of Dorrin’s quest in Crown of Renewal (2014). The landscape inhabited mainly by 
humans in Moon’s novels seemingly exists largely to be dominated and brought under 
control. This control and domination of nature is a masculine trait, expounded by Francis 
Bacon (1561 – 1629), who saw the control of nature via objective rational science as proof of 
masculine superiority – feminine nature subdued by intellect and reason. While Dorrin must 
reinvigorate the land, she must also control and change it via the use of magic, and her own 
lands must also be brought under control from the threat of her rebel family members and in 
order to restore her people to prosperity. The human lands are subject to this dominance, yet 
the elven lands exist entirely independently of, and are invisible and inaccessible to humans. 
The Elven-home is ruled, maintained and protected by the power of the Elven Lady, not 
unlike Avalon or Lothlorien.  
Despite the depiction of some female rulers, Moon operates largely within genre convention 
and borrows heavily from medieval practices of the patrilineal tradition of rulership. 
Discussing why monarchies are still supported by so many, Freeman (8) states that the main 
arguments for the continuation of monarchies seem to be that “something which is working 
should be left alone, and [expresses] a desire to ensure continuity with past traditions”. The 
conservatism of High fantasy does not often disrupt readers expectations of a chosen ruler or 
one who has inherited his (as most often the ruler is male) throne. The fantasy fiction 
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monarch is often required to have the right to rule, and this is a key point - one that forms the 
main narrative structure of Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire series, as well as The Lord of the 
Rings trilogy and the King Arthur stories, and it seems that the right to rule is often 
synonymous in these stories with good rulership. Similarly, Moon’s King Phelan does 
nothing to prove his worthiness, yet it seems that the majority of those around him do not 
question his right or suitability to rule, simply because he is of the existing line. The status 
quo does not change. Freeman (10) speculates that High/Epic fantasy writers “use kings 
because it is ‘traditional’ and that this tradition ‘reinforces meaning’ for the reader”.  
Other pseudo-medieval images employed by Moon include the nobility, peasantry, religious 
motifs, traditions and technologies. Many contemporary fantasy writers draw on The Matter 
of Britain (stories of King Arthur) to inform their work, and tales of Arthur are popular 
representations of romanticised medieval ideals. Freeman writes that “the most influential 
missing heir story, and the one most familiar to English writers is, of course, the Arthur 
legend, particularly as it appears in Malory’s Le Morte d’ Arthur” (18). Jack Whyte, Rosalind 
Miles and Bernard Cornwell have all reimagined Arthurian tales in their narratives. Whyte’s 
narrative sets Arthur within Roman Britain, Miles concentrates largely on the story of 
Guinevere in her trilogy, and Cornwell highlights Arthur’s military leadership. Mary 
Stewart’s The Crystal Cave trilogy (1970 – 1983) takes a pseudo historical approach to the 
material, and Marion Zimmer Bradley’s The Mists of Avalon (1983) is a feminist retelling 
which focuses on the women of the stories and worship of the Mother Goddess. All of these 
authors stretch genre constraints in order to reimagine familiar tales in new ways. Moon 
borrows heavily from the Arthurian tradition in her portrayal of Kieri Phelan, who is the 
rightful king unaware of his heritage. Freeman (ⅵ) writes that missing Heir stories reach as 
far back as the story of Moses, and the crowning of the rightful/missing king is a powerful 
and common motif. She notes that “All the Arthurian stories available to us are nostalgic, 
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since the first stories about him were written several hundred years after the historic Arthur, if 
he existed, was alive”. The stories about Arthur are excellent examples of imagined Middle 
Ages romance, popularised by the Victorian fascination for these stories and in particular the 
art of the pre- Raphaelites and the work of Tennyson.  Moon also draws on the romantic 
appeal of the Arthur stories and that of the missing heir, utilising ideals of nobility and 
knightly chivalry. This is particularly important in relation to Moon’s treatment of gender, as 
her women also possess these courtly ideals of honour and chivalry which are often seen as 
masculine. 
Moon’s work, like many High fantasy novels, also crosses subgenre boundaries by 
encompassing military fiction/fantasy. Moon has produced a number of military science 
fiction series, and her work has been informed by her own experiences in the US Military. 
George Slusser and Eric S Rabkin (1) write that “when the reader thinks of science fiction 
and fantasy, the image of warfare comes to mind at once”, and in military fantasy/fiction, the 
primary action takes place on the battlefield or in preparing for war. Slusser and Rabkin (1) 
also note that “In their themes and icons, these two genres appear to have kept alive the ‘epic’ 
strain in literature – feats of arms in the service of great causes”, and they are heavily 
influenced by the epic poetry of classical and medieval periods, such as The Iliad, Virgil’s 
Aeneid, Beowulf and Arthurian literature. Traditional fantasy has transferred these feats of 
arms to alternative and ‘other’ worlds. Slusser and Rabkin (2) also point out that traditional 
High/Epic fantasy is inexorably linked to warfare. They write that “this kind of literature is as 
old as Gilgamesh and focuses on the individual heroic quest within a collective context, a 
quest marked by prodigious feats, both of arms and cunning”. These critics observe that 
recent High/Epic fantasy has depicted full scale recreation of battles or military campaigns in 
some alternate or ‘legendary’ context (2) and that contemporary novelists re-create epic 
battles with minute attention to detail and discuss themes like military tactics and the logistics 
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involved in military movements on a large/epic scale. They suggest that high/ heroic fantasy 
is connected through its interest in martial arts, to science fiction, and this is certainly the case 
with Moon’s work, as she has written extensively in both of these genres.  
Moon spent three years on active duty with the United States Marine Corps, and in an 
interview with the website ‘Fists of Heaven’, she described how this has shaped her 
narratives: “My experience in the military has been essential to writing military SF and the 
military side of epic fantasy... military operations [also involve] communications, supply, the 
overall organisation of the force, etc…” Slusser and Rabkin (3) note that writers of military 
fantasy and science fiction tend to present war from two opposing viewpoints: “their 
imaginations of war can only sing the glory of the epic battle, or damn it as irredeemably 
destructive”. Moon’s descriptions of battle and warfare are never particularly bloody or 
harrowing – rather she presents battles as places where individuals can attain glory and rise 
through the ranks. The first battle Moon describes is also the first Paks is involved in. She 
does not describe it as particularly violent or horrific, rather she keeps her descriptions sparse, 
and much of the dialogue is recruit trainers reminding their charges of their training and 
keeping them in order. She does not use too much detail or graphic imagery, and the battle is 
more like an opportunity for Paks to stand out. She is made a private due to her actions, and 
although she is injured this is a glorification where the individual achieves status through 
their deeds and sets up the character for heroism later throughout the narrative. The violence 
is understated to a large extent, and war is presented as both an opportunity to distinguish 
oneself and as justified by notions of good versus evil. This is particularly in the case with the 
mercenary company led by the Duke - although they are paid to fight, Moon would have the 
reader believe that the causes to which Phelan commits his company are all particularly noble 
and worthy. This is perhaps to accommodate readers who, according to Slusser and Rabkin 
(3) “… praise science fiction and fantasy for depicting warfare as a necessary instrument for 
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change…” Moon’s narrative never really depicts the atrocities of war. In fact, Paks’ first 
battle is not described as particularly bloody or traumatic – “She lunged straight ahead, 
thrusting at the man’s belly. Her longer reach worked. Her sword slid into him” (Moon, 
Sheepfarmer’s Daughter, 86). There is nothing particularly gruesome or visceral in her 
portrayals of battle. 
 Moon also uses the Military fantasy genre to explore the role of women in the military, and 
again draws on her experience: “the human side – the psychology of it – the way different 
grades and ranks interact, is very difficult to get right without having been there” (interview: 
Fists of Heaven). Like Patricia McKillip, Moon writes strong female characters in High 
fantasy/military settings, yet the conventions of the high and military fantasy genre restrict 
constructing a world where autonomous female characters can transgress traditional 
boundaries. Sharon Emmerichs (207) writes of McKillip that she “quite clearly maps heroic 
qualities on her female characters, but at the same time makes an extremely self -conscious 
effort to keep them within traditional high fantasy conventions”, and the same could be said 
of Moon. Her presentation of women in the military shows the struggle of female soldiers in 
mostly homo-social environments where sexual assault, harassment and rape are constant 
threats. Connie Brownson (766) observes that contemporary discourse on females in the 
military “fails to offer any realistic solutions for ensuring physical and occupational 
competency, eradicating sexual harassment and assault or realistically promoting the full 
acceptance of females as military leaders and ultimately, as warriors”. Moon uses the military 
fantasy genre to emphasise the dangers which face women warriors – both in the real world 
and the secondary fantasy world - within their own companies and the military in general. 
She highlights this through the treatment of Paks by some of her male peers and although she 
does draw attention to these issues she does not offer any clear resolution but rather situates 
ideas of justice and punishment within the insular environment of the mercenary company. It 
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could be argued that a clear resolution may be too simple in relation to an essentially complex 
issue. Moon’s warrior women are ostensibly presented as strong, autonomous and 
independent. However, she frequently allows them to be silenced and subjected to sexual 
violence: while this could be read as problematic it is perhaps a reflection of situations faced 
by women in the real world. 
While Moon is mainly limited by the conventions of genre, she chooses to subvert some of 
those conventions from within. Rather than completely breaking from high fantasy and the 
subgenres she embraces, she instead provides alternatives through some of her characters in 
some unexpected ways. Brian Attebery (54) writes that “fantasy is generally defined in terms 
of violations of expectations”. Not all of Moon’s storylines or subplots violate expectation – 
some are very recognisable and owe much to traditional fantasy fiction like that of Tolkien.  
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Chapter 2: Men and Masculinities 
While Moon is largely restricted by genre conventions, and some of her male characters 
adhere to traditional representations, her work does present some men in some unexpected 
ways. In this chapter I identify the dominant tropes used by fantasy writers to represent 
masculinity and examine the male characters created by Moon in relation to these tropes. 
Moon often positions her men in situations where they are weakened or dependent on 
women, thereby disrupting the image of the hyper masculine warrior. She creates men who 
must find alternative ways of enacting their masculinity. With the exception of Gird, she 
presents no male heroes as such, and while this could be seen as somewhat subversive, many 
other elements of the narratives still contain examples of masculine superiority.  
Men in fantasy fiction are often presented according to certain well- known tropes, influenced 
by generic conventions and expectations. There is the hero, who is often described in terms of 
size, physical prowess or the ability to perform seemingly impossible tasks. He must leave his 
homeland, embark on a demanding journey, outwit his enemies and defeat some type of evil 
in order to prevent a catastrophe. Joseph Campbell (69) writes that “… a hero ventures forth 
from the world of the common day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are 
encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious 
adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man”. In some narratives, the hero 
may also be a displaced king who is unaware of his real heritage, and his quest is to reclaim 
his right to rule. Fantasy literature also frequently contains a man who possesses the ability to 
perform magic, usually in the guise of a wizard or sorcerer, and often as a mentor or guide for 
the hero. Campbell (69) comments that “the first encounter of the hero-journey is with a 
protective figure (often a little old crone or old man)”. Wizards are generally portrayed as 
old, wise and scholarly or learned, and can use their power either for evil and destruction 
(like Saruman in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings), or for the greater good and to the advantage of 
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the hero. Also common are warrior characters, who, although not always cast as heroes, 
continually fight to prove themselves skilled in battle, honourable and loyal to their Lord. 
Moon presents some of these typical tropes in her novels, yet through some of her male 
characters she also interrogates patriarchal ideas of superior male strength, skill and 
intelligence by exploring the experiences of men who cannot live up to these ideals – 
particularly those who are disabled, have debilitating injuries, or are concerned with the 
effects of ageing. Through these characters she examines concepts of power and loss, and the 
possibility of alternative ways of being and expressing masculinity. In this sense, some of the 
male characters are much more subversive than her women, although the narratives privilege 
the woman’s journey. 
Masculine Tropes in the Paksworld series 
The Hero 
One of the most conventional, and familiar characters in fantasy literature is the hero. The 
hero traditionally completes difficult and dangerous tasks, journeys far from home and 
engages in tests of bravery, skill and courage. His quest often involves the attainment or 
destruction of an object of great value/power or the rescue of a person in peril (usually, but 
not always, a woman). The hero often wins a woman as a prize or reward for his great and 
seemingly impossible deeds, and according to Campbell (344) “the motif of the difficult task 
as prerequisite to the bridal bed has spun the hero deeds of all time and all the world”. The 
hero must also defeat evil or a dire threat. Beatriz Dominguez Ruiz (139) states that “heroes 
embark on a quest, at the end of which they will prove themselves worthy of something”. 
Heroes in fantasy texts are regularly described in terms of their physicality. They are 
commonly portrayed as hyper-masculine: strong, muscular and dominating, they embody 
what RW Connell (77) calls hegemonic masculinity, describing hegemony as “the cultural 
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dynamic by which a group claims and sustains a leading position in social life…and 
embodies a currently accepted strategy”. Connell (205) also writes that “the figure of the hero 
is central to the Western cultural imagery of the masculine”, suggesting that heroism and 
masculinity are inextricably linked. Amy Lee (22) states in ‘Masculinity and Fantasy (Travel) 
Literature’ that the ideal male body in fantasy literature is “powerful, resilient, enduring and 
masterful”. Sword and Sorcery heroes, in particular, tend to adhere to this trope of the 
muscular, war- loving warrior. An obvious example of this type of hero is Robert E Howard’s 
Conan, who is described in The Ultimate Encyclopedia of Fantasy (2007, p. 33) as “mightily 
shouldered and deep of chest, with a massive corded neck and heavily muscled limbs”. It also 
must be noted that Howard created Conan as a reaction against typical noble, morally 
superior heroes, as Conan himself is a thief whose quest is purely inspired by monetary 
reward. This exaggerated depiction of the male body has, however, perpetuated the notion 
that warrior characters should be aggressive, attracted to violence and unemotional. In the 
Conan stories, the title character regularly commits what would be called rape and sexual 
assault by today’s standards – in opposition to the romantic and chaste chivalry of the heroic 
ideal. Moon differs from many fantasy authors both with the absence of traditional male 
heroes in her novels and also the lack of description of male bodies. By doing this she avoids 
the traditional stereotype of the warrior whose physicality is his most important asset and 
who relies on violence and aggression. Rather she presents an alternative to the hyper 
masculine stereotype by focusing on the male body through a lens of vulnerability.  
Moon draws on an alternative vision of the hero which is another common fantasy trope – the 
ordinary or unlikely hero. In many cases, fantasy heroes are somewhat reluctantly drawn into 
their adventures by forces beyond their control, and are quite ordinary at the beginning of 
their story, and seemingly most unlikely to perform great feats of heroism (again, Tolkien 
provides excellent examples in the characters of both Bilbo and Frodo Baggins). Moon 
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presents just such a hero in her only male hero, Gird. Gird is described from the outset as big 
and strong, and later earns the nickname “‘Gird Strong Arm’”, yet he is neither aggressive 
nor naturally drawn to violence. Because he is bigger than the other boys around him, it is 
assumed by his first sergeant that he will be prone to fighting and hostility, yet when he is 
asked to participate in the beating of another boy he is reluctant: “the sergeant shook his head 
at him after seeing him flinch from Keri’s punishment – “and I thought you’d be the 
quarrelsome sort, glad enough to clout others” (Moon, A Legacy of Honour, 24). His early 
military training, in the service of the count who is the overlord of his village, initiates him 
into a world where violence and cruelty are perpetuated by those in power and the 
expectation is that this violence will also be carried out by those around them. Rosalind Miles 
(14) writes that violence is inextricably involved in the coming of age of all men in some 
way, which she calls “the compulsory trials and tortures that constitute the Rites of man”, and 
this is what Gird undergoes. While this may not be the experience of all men in the twenty- 
first century primary world, it is the experience of Gird and his contemporaries. He is 
horrified by the torture meted out to one of his neighbours simply for stealing apples from the 
Count’s orchard: “Long before the end of it, Gird and many others had heaved their guts out 
onto the paved courtyard, had fallen shaking and sobbing to their knees, trying not to see and 
hear what they could not help seeing and hearing” (Moon, 34 – 35). Gird runs from this 
scene, earning the reputation of a coward, and this positions him as unlikely hero. He does 
not dream of being a warrior or finding glory in battle. He is happiest being a husband, father 
and farmer, and when reflecting on his brief military training and his life as a farmer, he sees 
farming as his purpose: “this- not the other- was the right use of his strength” (Moon, 81). His 
strength, in his eyes, is not a weapon but a tool which he can use to the advantage of his home 
and family. When he is approached by the leaders of the “‘Stone Circle’”, a group of farmers 
who wish to learn how to fight against the injustices of the noblemen who suppress them, he 
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refuses to teach them what he has learned in his brief time as a soldier. He does not want to 
cause trouble, nor does he wish his family to suffer the consequences. Drawing on the 
popular trope of the reluctant hero spurred into action, (as opposed to the hyper-masculine, 
violent hero who seeks glory) Moon creates a catalyst for Gird’s journey by developing a 
storyline where his family is murdered, raped and mutilated while he is restrained by soldiers. 
He and his surviving family go on the run rather than sell themselves into serfdom, 
effectively becoming outlaws. He is left with no choice – his home has been burned to the 
ground, his livestock dead. It is his revulsion, grief and anger which spur him into action. 
Gird begins training the army of outlaw peasants in an effort to return to his home and 
reclaim what he and the other men he trains have lost. A man who was once ostracised as a 
coward becomes a leader of men. Ulrike Horstmann (81) writes that “Fantasy depends 
heavily on the idea that an individual’s actions can make a change”, and this is certainly true 
in Gird’s case. He raises a rebel army, wins many victories and becomes a hero. He begins as 
a peasant with no particular skill other than farming and very brief military training, yet he 
manages to substantially change the environment in which he lives. 
Gird does not, however, simply train and lead an army. He realises the changes he is making 
to his society are enormous, and, unlike many fantasy heroes, he does not simply save the day 
then ride away again seeking more adventures or return home to be lauded and celebrated. He 
is committed to changing the lives of his people for the better. He admits that he has no idea 
how to create, implement or enforce law, and seeks assistance from the gnomes whose lands 
border his territories. Although he cannot read, he persists and works extremely hard during 
his time with the gnomes and learns not only to read and write, but how to apply his 
newfound legal knowledge to change the lives of those around him. He is a hero who also 
deals with the mundane – he does not change the land and leave the people to fend for 
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themselves or leave chaos and uncertainty in his wake. He also becomes a father figure to his 
younger followers. In fact, some refer to him as “‘Father Gird’”. 
When Gird dies, it is not in battle as is often the case in fantasy narratives. Instead he is an 
old man reasoning with a hostile crowd who want to kill a young boy who has magical 
powers (the use of which Gird has outlawed), and he has just proposed that those 
experiencing a resurgence of these powers be exiled rather than killed. Gird’s death itself is a 
kind of sacrifice, which is again a popular fantasy trope where the hero is sacrificed for the 
greater good. His death is described by his friend (and later biographer) Luap: “All at once 
the old man seemed to come alight…this would kill him…surely this would kill him” (Moon, 
Liar’s Oath, 569 – 570). Gird is enveloped in a black cloud which vanishes when he 
collapses to his death - thus he achieves a transcendent, saint-like status and earns the 
position of a God. Gird has already become a symbolic father to his followers, and this means 
that it is relatively easy for them as devotees to believe in his transcendent status. John 
McKinnell (53) writes in Meeting the Other in Norse Myth and Legend that “the authority of 
the symbolic father depends on collective belief in his power”. Moon uses this scene as a site 
for the repositioning of male power. Gird is both a sacrifice and also transcendent, god-like 
figure. John Clute and John Grant state in The Encyclopedia of Fantasy (1999) that “fantasy’s 
fierce morality of balance and contracts insists that there are prices which must be paid” and 
Moon highlights this in the life and death of Gird. After his death, his organisation, The 
Fellowship of Gird, develops to such an extent that it becomes the largest organised religion 
in Moon’s world and plays a significant role in the rest of the novels. While Gird is presented 
as a non-typical hero in the hyper-masculine sense, he does fit the reluctant hero trope, and 
his transcendent death and subsequent God status mean that he is very much still a figure of 
masculine, patriarchal power. His ascension evokes a more powerful image of masculine 
authority than his position as hero.  
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Magical Mentors 
Heroes are often assisted by magical mentors who guide and assist them on their journey. 
Hugh Parry (1) writes that “magic is the term in English for a set of practices that proceed 
from a core belief, namely that there exists…a special kind of power accessible to certain 
humans, which can be trapped to transform the ordinary state of things…for benevolent or 
malevolent ends”. Magical men appear repeatedly in fantasy in the form of wizards, sorcerers 
and mages, and often act as guides or mentors to the hero. Parry (71) notes that wizards’ 
power is often intertwined with nature and a reverence for the natural world, reflecting that “a 
wizard may derive his power…as a student of nature. Magic is a discipline to be pursued” 
(original italics). Parry also suggests that wizards who wield power are expected to use it for 
good, and that “on the whole, patriarchy prefers its images of male magic to be essentially 
noble”. It is interesting to note, therefore, that those who choose to use their power in pursuit 
of evil and their own advancement are often portrayed as women. Fairy tales, which are 
closely related to fantasy fiction, abound with evil witches (Sleeping Beauty, Snow White, 
Hansel and Gretel). Magical men, however, are also equally susceptible to the lust for power 
– Saruman turns from his path to pursue destruction and terror, and JK Rowling’s Voldemort 
constantly attempts to kill Harry Potter and wreaks havoc on their world.  
Very often, wizards are portrayed as ageing, scholarly wise men, and Parry (71) points out 
that the terms “‘wizard’” and “‘wise’” are etymologically related and that connotations of 
wisdom often surround wizards. These men are often devoted to their craft to the exclusion of 
all else, and it is this devotion and power, coupled with their deep knowledge and learning 
which is most revered and frequently feared and misunderstood. Frank Klaassen (72) 
observes, writing about learning and masculinity in the Middle Ages (particularly relevant to 
fantasy which is set in pseudo medieval worlds), that “the ritual magic practitioner wanted to 
be a man who knew about the hidden worlds of spiritual power”, and it is this hidden 
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knowledge which evokes fear and reverence for magical men. Klaassen (72) also contends 
that “the mythological magician was evidently drawn from the social realities and ideals of 
the overlapping monastic, clerical and learned worlds” and many magical and spiritual men 
in fantasy fiction are presented as having eschewed earthly pleasures in favour of higher 
spiritual knowledge and the ability to use it. Klaassen (57) notes that priests, for example, 
were “expected to give up many of the standard social expressions of masculinity such as sex, 
reproduction, violent defence of honour and external signs of masculinity such as swords and 
horses”.  The Ultimate Encyclopedia of Fantasy (297) describes (in a somewhat tongue in 
cheek manner) wizards as “traditionally dignified, scholarly old men with beards, grimoires 
and pointy hats”. These kinds of figures do, however appear frequently in fantasy fiction – 
Gandalf appears first in The Hobbit wearing long grey robes, with a grey beard and smoking 
a pipe, JK Rowling’s Albus Dumbledore also appears in flowing robes, with a long grey 
beard and occupies a tower room full of scrolls and books, and Ursula K. Le Guin’s (41) 
Archmage Nemmerle is described as “an old man, older it was said than any man living…his 
hair and beard and robe were white”. George R.R. Martin’s Grandmaester Pycelle also has a 
long beard and is clad in long robes suitable to his office as a learned man. The Grand 
Maesters do differ somewhat as they are not perceived to have magical powers, being more 
like scholars who have learned much – including healing and the administration of potions. 
David Day (qtd in Jonathan Pike, 61) writes that wizard characters are inspired by Norse 
myth, and in particular the wandering God Odin. Odin, he claims, is the “model for the 
wandering wizard from Merlin to Gandalf”. 
These wizards (with the exception of Pycelle) are mentors to the heroes they accompany – 
Dumbledore is a mentor to Harry Potter, Gandalf to Aragorn and to some extent the hobbits, 
and perhaps the most well- known of all these magical mentors is Merlin, who guides and 
advises King Arthur. Moon portrays two magical mentors – the first being the Esean priest 
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Arranha, who teaches and guides Gird, and the second Master Oakhallow, who heals and 
counsels Paks. When Gird first meets Arranha, it is hardly as a man in awe of an all - 
powerful wizard. In fact, it is Arranha who is clearly the most vulnerable. He has been 
beaten, has lost an eye and is lying naked in the bushes. Moon describes him in typical 
fashion as an old man with thin grey hair and beard, yet Gird is wary of the old man’s 
magical potential, as his first reaction after being saved is to lay a blessing on Gird: “Esea’s 
light be with you, the High Lord’s justice come to you, the Lady of peace lay her hand on 
your brow” (Moon, A Legacy of Honour, 198). Gird, however, recoils in horror, believing he 
has been cursed – not only because of his innate fear of magic, but also because of the 
suspicion and fear aroused in him by magical men (and women) in general. His experience of 
the Magelords has been only of violence and death, and to him all magic is the same. Ronald 
Hutton (341) refers to this fear of magic and the otherworldly, particularly in rural areas, as 
“the ignorance of the rural working class, the natural repository of backwardness and 
superstition”. Indeed, Gird is a farmer who has no formal education, nor do his forbears. 
Rather he has grown up on stories and superstitions handed down through generations. John 
Stephens writes that: “The propensity for community members to attribute evil supernatural 
affiliations to all witch figures is more than an important plot catalyst, [it is] predicated on the 
assumption that witchcraft derives its power from its link with the forces of darkness” (199). 
This fear is not confined to female witches but also to wizards, especially those who use their 
power against the rightful patriarchal authorities, or to oppress and threaten the powerless. 
Gird sees Arranha’s god, Esea, as the deity of the Lords who have oppressed him, and 
Arranha as a worshipper of Esea, as his natural enemy. Gird says “Esea is the lords’ God. He 
brings droughts, dries springs, overlooks wells” (Moon, 217), and as a farmer, these things 
are catastrophic. Arranha explains that Esea is the God of Light, and that though his visible 
form is the sun, it is not the god himself. Gird associates the sun with dryness, ruined crops, 
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lack of water and loss of livestock. He distrusts and is suspicious of Arranha not only because 
of his affiliation with this supposedly destructive god, but also because Arranha himself has 
been banished and beaten by other priests in his order. Coupled with his as yet unknown 
powers, this makes him both frightening and dangerous: “they did not need a renegade priest 
of their enemy’s god who might revert to orthodoxy and turn them in at any moment” (Moon, 
217). 
Though Arranha appears to be a frail and fragile old man, he has already demonstrated some 
of his power by doing what Moon describes as changing his face: “it wasn’t a very different 
face after all: still old, still with the same basic shape. He looked less feeble this morning, and 
was certainly not blind” (Moon, 215, original italics). Magic men in fantasy often have the 
ability to perform such feats (for example, the Faceless Men in A Song of Ice and Fire, and 
Merlin changes the face of Uther Pendragon in order for him to sleep with Igraine), and Gird 
is unnerved by the fact that Arranha’s initial helplessness seems to have been a ruse: “Gird 
had had enough of the old man, who certainly was not the helpless, tortured creature who had 
aroused his pity the evening before” (Moon, 215). 
Nevertheless, in keeping with the mentor trope, Arranha firmly believes that it is his destiny 
to assist Gird on his journey. Arranha himself is also an outlaw of sorts, with the other priests 
declaring him a heretic and traitor. Farah Mendlesohn (13) writes that “almost all portal and 
quest fantasies use the figure of a guide to download information into the text” and this is one 
of the functions served by Arranha in the narrative. He not only mentors Gird but teaches him 
and the reader much about the lore of their land and the history of its peoples. Through his 
conversations with Gird and others, Moon constructs a picture of what the land of Old Aare 
(where Arranha is from and which figures in the later novels) was like, and pieces together 
the struggles and misunderstandings of cultures clashing and the events which led to his 
country’s destruction. He uses these stories and experiences as a teaching tool to encourage 
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Gird to look deeper into what his quest is really aiming to achieve. It is Arranha who 
facilitates Gird’s association with the gnomes and his learning of lawmaking and military 
strategy from them. Here both Gird and Arranha can be seen as enacting roles within the civil 
narrative of masculinity, which describes men who work hard to create networks and build 
relationships which benefit them – much like real world businessmen and leaders who are 
rewarded not as a result of physical dominance but because they have effectively networked, 
followed rules and established themselves with hard work. Men in these positions gain 
substantial rewards in terms of influence, power and social standing. (Jordan and Cowan, 
727).  Arranha is another example of the masculine authority present in Moon’s narratives – 
although he is aged and presented as somewhat frail, he is still undoubtedly a figure of 
authority and power.  
Arranha is also an important influence in resettling the Mageborn so that they may live in 
peace and practice and refine their magic away from the suspicions of the ordinary people. 
He shares much of his wisdom with Gird’s friend Luap after Gird’s death, and Arranha’s own 
death is a devastating loss to their community. It is simply old age which kills Arranha in the 
end: he is hundreds of years old and succumbs to age because he is, after all, a mortal man. 
He does not move on to another, supernatural land like Gandalf, nor does he live on like 
Merlin (albeit entrapped). His magic cannot save him. With the death of Arranha, hundreds 
of years of lore, history and magic are lost – “the last priest of Esea, the last of his father’s 
generation, the last link to the old world where his kind had ruled” (Moon, 807). Arranha’s 
death symbolises the death of an age along with the last remains of a culture – he is not 
simply a mentor but an archivist, a historian and a keeper of old and sacred ways. His death is 
the end of a particular kind of masculine ideal where knowledge and wisdom are most 
coveted, and while this ideal persists to some extent in the community formed by Luap, it is 
not sustained and this leads to ruin. 
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Moon’s other magical mentor, Master Oakhallow, is not described as frail or aged in any 
way. When Paks first encounters him in Divided Allegiance, he is to sit on a panel which will 
judge her actions regarding the awakening of the elfane taig. Master Oakhallow is a Kuakgan. 
Kuakganni are an old earth religion who revere nature, especially trees. Here Moon draws on 
historical examples of British, Romano- British, Anglo Saxon, and Scandinavian settlers in 
Britain who, according to Ronald Hutton (357) “quite certainly attached a religious 
significance to particular trees”.  
Paks, like Gird, has heard stories since childhood about the Kuakganni and their beliefs. 
When she enters Oakhallow’s grove for the first time, she sees a basin for offerings, and 
immediately recalls her grandfather’s stories: “childhood memories of the dark tales her 
grandfather had told her clouded her mind. Blood, he’d said. Kuakganni follow the oldest 
Gods, and blood they demand” (Moon, 390). Like Arranha, Oakhallow feels compelled to 
dispel Paks’ fears: “If you’ve used that sword you’re wearing for anything other than 
decoration, I daresay you’ve spilled more blood than I have” (Moon, 391). Like Gird, Paks 
has grown up in a rural environment with little education but fireside stories and speculations, 
and at the heart of these superstitions are these men’s abilities to perform magic. Their 
otherness and secrecy lends weight to ideas of evil and wrongdoings. Lynn Thorndike (109) 
writes that “the magicians, so called on account of the magnitude of their evil deeds, are those 
who, by divine permission, agitate the elements…often predict the future, disturb men’s 
minds, despatch dreams and slay by mere force of incantation”, highlighting the fear and 
terror these men evoke. Unlike Arranha, who sees his destiny as being bound inextricably 
with Gird’s, Master Oakhallow serves no master and does not attend any court. Parry (90) 
asserts that the male magic worker is ideally a servant of the state, and that his potentially 
dangerous powers are subject to public control. Arranha is heavily sanctioned in his use of 
magic by Gird, whereas Oakhallow is free to practice his arts as an independent and 
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autonomous individual. This lack of authoritative intervention shows that although some may 
consider his magic dangerous as he is beyond the control of the community, the fact that as 
he has as yet done no harm means that he is held in high regard and often consulted by the 
leaders of his community. Though neither Arranha nor Oakhallow are actually called 
“‘magicians’” as such, this term seems to relate generally to men who can perform magic. 
Oakhallow is most adept at healing, and he heals Paks after she is left broken by her 
encounter with the Iynisin (dark elves). It is interesting to note that for men to be healers in 
fantasy fiction, they are often associated with magic. It seems as though to be a male and a 
healer, a man must possess something other than herb knowledge and healing skills in order 
to perform this work – typically associated with women. Magic is a powerful ability, and it 
appears that if a male healer is in possession of this power, his masculinity remains 
unquestioned. By contrast, male surgeons in fantasy fiction do not seem to require this extra 
skill. Their work is of a different nature, and more associated with formal education and 
specifically learned skills which are apparently only available to the male. The healer’s 
association with nature aligns him more with the feminine, and Parry (93) states that “in some 
traditions the wizard is more aligned with nature than the witch is”. The Kuakganni name no 
deity or saintly figure, rather worshipping nature as a whole, and their rituals are mainly 
seasonal and in accordance with the natural world. When Paks loses her courage and ability 
to fight, it is Oakhallow to whom she turns. She is on the verge of suicide when she returns to 
his grove, leaving everything she owns as an offering. He reveals that most people seek him 
out for advice, a healing or a potion – assistance with problems and issues rather than for evil 
spells or dark deals. In this sense Oakhallow may be likened to a Shaman, in that he must 
undertake a spiritual journey along with the person he is healing. Parry (195) observes that 
the “goal of the journey is an important part of its meaning – to serve the community in a 
practical way by acquiring powers to restore it to its health”. Oakhallow descends with Paks 
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into her darkest memories and experiences in order to heal the damage of the iynisin’s 
tortures and restore her to her warrior status. He also heals her physical wounds. 
While these men certainly fit some aspects of the fantasy wizard trope, they also diverge from 
it in several ways. Neither engage in displays of awesome power, nor do they battle directly 
against other wizards (ie Saruman and Gandalf, several characters in A Wizard of Earthsea). 
Oakhallow, although he counsels and heals Paks while she is in his house, he could not really 
be called a mentor- he does not accompany her on her journey nor does he advise her later.  
He spends much of his time travelling the countryside like many of his fantasy predecessors, 
yet he has a home of his own which he returns to often. Arranha is himself a renegade – he 
disagrees with some of the teachings of his religion and is outcast, which makes him seem 
initially to Gird a dangerous companion and less than ideal as a guide or mentor of any kind.  
Both are dedicated to refining and learning more of their craft. Though Arranha is heavily 
sanctioned by Gird, and could easily use his power against him, he chooses not to. This is one 
of the common themes which run through the fantasy narrative – powerful magicians should 
choose to use their magic for good and benevolent reasons. Those who do not are outside the 
boundaries set for them and must be contained. Moon’s fantasy world view presents a clear 
delineation between good and evil, and the banning of magic by Gird (but later approved in 
the service of ‘good’) could also be read as a marginalising of the supernatural other. In 
Gird’s time, those with magic are essentially exiled, and again this is an example of 
masculine power within the novels – Gird is in control of a huge fellowship which essentially 
makes the rules and laws the people live by, and he also controls those who are ostensibly far 
more powerful than he is. 
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The King without a Crown 
Fantasy literature contains numerous narratives revolving around a displaced or lost king. 
This is most popularly recognised through the stories of King Arthur, who is unaware of his 
real heritage and birthright, particularly as portrayed in the work of Sir Thomas Malory. His 
Le Morte d’Arthur is an interpretation of existing French and English stories, with some 
added original material. More recently this trope has been used extensively by George R.R. 
Martin, in his A Song of Ice and Fire series, where several characters compete for the throne 
of Westeros. All claim to have a legitimate right to rule, and the kingship is contested 
violently, maliciously and with deceit and betrayal. Martin subverts this trope, however, by 
presenting characters who are not particularly destined for their roles, and those who are good 
or evil often are on the same side. J.R.R Tolkien also used this trope in The Lord of the Rings 
in the figure of Aragorn, the rightful king of Gondor. Unlike Arthur, however, Aragorn 
knows his heritage and is living as a ranger. It is when evil threatens to destroy the land that 
he must win back the throne. 
 Moon’s missing king, Kieri Phelan, like Arthur, has no knowledge of his real identity. He 
was kidnapped at a young age in an ambush where his mother was killed, and then brought 
up in a terribly abusive environment by his captor. He eventually escapes and arrives at the 
home of Aliam Halveric, a mercenary leader, and begins a kind of fostering (again like 
Arthur) where he learns the workings of a mercenary company and eventually creates his 
own company. Philip Hodson (qtd in Rosalind Miles, 23) states that “men say they fight for a 
cause, but that cause is their own identity, an external source of power which they cannot find 
in themselves”.  Phelan goes from being an abused, nameless child to a respected leader and 
member of the nobility as a self- styled duke through his actions and victories with the 
company. He is in a unique position in that as he has no idea of his real identity he can create 
himself in any way he chooses. Phelan chooses to create a masculine identity where he earns 
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respect and power in a patriarchal society. He feels that he must compensate for both his 
namelessness and previous powerlessness by creating a secure, commanding identity for 
himself. 
Katerina Agostino (58) writes that “the military and war are said to be sites where hegemonic 
masculinity is reproduced and maintained”, and this certainly applies to Phelan, whose 
identity revolves around his ability to lead, control and dominate other men. He has 
established himself as a warrior and leader, constructing a superior masculinity which allows 
him to command other men (and women) and achieve wealth and reputation by means of 
violence. It is his military status that allows him to gain considerable standing among the 
nobles of Lyonya. Ramon Hinojosa (180) affirms that “military service offers men unique 
resources for the construction of a masculine identity defined by emotional control, overt 
heterosexual desire, physical fitness, self-discipline, self-reliance, the willingness to use 
aggression and physical violence, and risk taking”. For Phelan this means he can establish a 
persona which is the opposite of that with which he grew up. As an abused child he had no 
power, autonomy or control over anything that happened to him. As a military leader he 
acquires all the attributes he never could have hoped for and in doing so distances himself 
from any weakness or overt display of emotion. Miles (23) contends that “regular infliction 
of violence, fear and punishment upon boys creates not merely a culture of pain and 
aggression, but a hierarchy” (original italics). In Phelan’s case, he has had violence inflicted 
upon him as a child, and now as an adult he uses violence to achieve a powerful social 
standing, thereby completely reversing his place in the hierarchy Miles describes.  In enacting 
violence as a way of building both a reputation and a living, he garners both fear and respect 
by subordinating other men. 
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The Rightful King 
 Paks makes the discovery that Phelan is the nephew of the recently deceased king of Lyonya, 
who has produced no heirs of his own. Although this would seem to further his masculine, 
superior status, as king (or king in waiting) he seems to lose much of the identity he has 
worked so hard to establish. Often in fantasy literature there is a questing male who seeks to 
right a wrong or restore some kind of status quo. Reversing this common trope, Moon instead 
places Paks, the female, in the position of questor, and Phelan as the object of her quest. Her 
purpose is to get him safely to Lyonya to be proven and crowned as rightful king. As the 
focus of Paks’ quest, Phelan has little autonomy. When he hears of his new status, he 
attempts to make a stand for himself: “You assume Paks that I want to be king” (Moon, Oath 
of Gold, 935, original italics). To which Paks replies “No my Lord, I only know you are the 
rightful king, and must be” (935). With this one statement she dismisses any idea he might 
have of being otherwise. His right to choose or decide is entirely rejected, and given no 
further hearing. He is given no allowance to object nor are his arguments heard once she 
establishes his real identity. Georgia Kathryn Natishan (2) comments that “kings (whether 
recognised at first or not) are born for the duty they must eventually fulfil”. Phelan does not 
have a choice – there is simply no one else because no other heirs exist. He is swept up as the 
centrepiece of Paks’ quest to find the true king and put him on the throne. 
Phelan is actually given no opportunity to prove himself worthy of kingship. Unlike Aragorn, 
Arthur and many of the would-be kings of Westeros (Stannis Baratheon for example) Phelan 
fights no battles for the throne (other than a relatively small one and an ambush) for and does 
not claim the throne by virtue of proofs, trials or combat like the aforementioned kings. 
While he has proven himself as leader of a mercenary company, he does not perform any 
tasks which require him to demonstrate his suitability to rule Lyonya. Both Aragorn and 
Arthur are examples of traditional portrayals of the noble and heroic king, with emphasis on 
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individual deeds and a reinforcement of the hegemonic ideal of masculinity, they echo heroes 
of myth such as Odysseus, Cuchulainn and Hercules. Phelan is no heroic king. When his 
claim is challenged by Duke Verrakai, Phelan is ordered by Crown Prince Mikeli of Tsaia, 
many years his junior at twenty years of age, not to fight on his own behalf. As a matter of 
honour and birthright, he wishes to prove his claim, and as a seasoned fighter he is more than 
capable. Yet, as king-to-be he is far too valuable to risk. Prince Mikeli (also not yet crowned 
king) says “I will not permit Phelan to take up this challenge” (Moon, 952), and when Phelan 
looks askance, the prince simply tells him that he is still his vassal, and therefore his to 
command. It is Paks who is named Phelan’s champion, in deference to her being on quest, 
and this is again unusual in that the female as active warrior and questor has precedence and 
the male is the more passive character. Phelan must again stand aside: “I would be honoured, 
Lady, by your service in this matter. Yet all know you came on quest. I would not interfere” 
(952). Phelan remains passive while others make decisions for and about him. Furthermore 
Paks does not acknowledge their previous relationship, where she was one of his best fighters 
and he was a kind of father figure to her. The quest for the king renders this irrelevant. When 
Phelan praises her for serving him well in the fight/challenge, she dismisses him with “in this 
I am serving my gods, not you: I am no longer your soldier…I pray you, remember that” 
(954). He is no longer a mercenary leader, he is not yet a king, and he has no authority over 
her as a Paladin on quest. When he becomes king, he will presumably take on a new 
masculine role which will allow him more power and authority, yet in this liminal space he 
possesses little authority. Once again, he has no clear identity, just as when he was a child. 
When the Liartian priests who kidnap Phelan ask Paks if she has come to redeem her master, 
she replies again that he is no longer her master, and that to bring him to the throne is her 
quest. The priest asks “but you are here because of him?” (966) and she replies “because of 
Lyonya’s king, yes” (966). Phelan as an individual is irrelevant. He could in fact be anyone – 
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it is as Lyonya’s king that he is most important. Paks is crowning a king, not enthroning a 
father figure. When he is abducted by the Liartian priests, it is Paks they really want. They 
simply use him as bait in order to bring her to them. Even as a hostage and a potential 
sacrifice to the horned god, he is of less importance to them than a paladin of Gird, who has 
previously killed many of their fellow worshippers, and they demand her blood in return. 
Paks offers herself in place of Phelan and thus subjects herself to five days and nights of 
torture and torment. In return, the Liartians must allow safe passage for Phelan for the same 
amount of time as he rides for Lyonya. Once again Phelan is a passive character who has no 
say in these events and must simply ride away and leave Paks to her fate. 
Sacrifice and the King 
Kerry Simpson Nikakis (99 – 100) states that a kingdom requires “more than just the 
presence of the rightful king, it requires sacrifice”.  What Phelan sacrifices most is his own 
autonomy and freedom to do as he chooses, as many kings have to do. When Paks offers 
herself in his place to the Liartians, it is not the king who makes this sacrifice, but rather a 
woman in his place. Pamela Freeman refers to this need for the king to make significant 
sacrifices in order to prove his worth or save his people: “While few claim nowadays…that 
royalty is divinely appointed, nonetheless a crucial idea has been implanted in our culture: the 
idea of the ‘rightful’ king, where rightful has implications of being ordained by God” (72). 
She further notes that high and epic fantasy narratives portray “a world in which proper 
governance is central to the stability of the eco-system. That is, the king and the land are one” 
(72). The king’s closeness to god has often been likened to the position of Christ (often called 
Christ the King) and his sacrifice and return to the land. Verlyn Flieger (qtd in Nikakis, 83) 
writes that “where there is no king, or where the king is infirm, the land will also be barren”. 
Thus the welfare of the people, the land and the ruler are inextricably linked, yet Phelan 
makes no significant changes as ruler nor does he earn the right to rule. It is simply accepted 
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that as rightful king he will be a good and just ruler. Aragorn, for example, inherits a dark and 
desolate land destroyed by war and evil, and he must rebuild the landscape and reunite the 
people. Likewise, King Arthur inherits a land divided and, as interpreted by Malory, Arthur’s 
Camelot becomes a symbol for hope and healing. Phelan by contrast assumes rulership of a 
land which is already largely prosperous and at peace. 
Often in high fantasy, the story of the king follows the pattern of the epic heroes of the past 
(Odysseus for example). Moon avoids this by presenting a king who is not the centrepiece for 
his own adventure – rather he is the subject of Paks’ quest, and although he features in all the 
novels (except those revolving around Gird) and his story continues throughout the narrative, 
he often takes a secondary role. He frequently finds himself indebted to Paks and others 
throughout the series. While not all kings in fantasy fiction are presented as heroic or worthy 
– some are debauched drunks who squander their resources, some are mentally or physically 
incapable of ruling, some are too young or too old, Moon presents a king who comes to his 
crown relatively easily and takes over a kingdom which is seemingly in good condition. He is 
heavily involved in the administration of his kingdom – unlike many fantasy kings he does 
not simply leave this to a council or advisory body – rather he sets about learning all he can 
about his kingdom. This perhaps reflects a contemporary version of masculinity where 
powerful men are those who are in charge of multinational companies, Presidents, Prime 
Ministers, and who prove that these kinds of positions can wield as much power. His role 
subverts the reader’s expectation of an action - driven king by allowing him to see to the 
business of the kingdom on a daily basis.  
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Threats to Masculinity: 
Disability 
Even more subversive of the conventional fantasy tropes of powerful masculinity is the 
portrayal of men who are vulnerable in some way. Jane Stemp (1) observes that disabled 
characters have a surprisingly long history in fantasy and science fiction. Stephen 
Donaldson’s Thomas Covenant is a leper, and is disabled by this disease and the loss of his 
fingers, and A Song of Ice and Fire is littered with characters who are disabled by torture, 
injury and disfigurement or as a consequence of birth. Andre Norton’s Warehawk (1976) 
contains a character with a prosthetic hand, and so on. Stemp also observes, however, that 
characters with disabilities, especially in narratives where magic is involved are often offered 
miraculous ‘cures’ or the chance to choose a ‘normal’ body over their existing condition. She 
cites examples such as Anne McCaffrey’s Pegasus in Flight (1990), where a character with a 
high-level spinal cord injury is able to walk again due to the unlikely intervention of 
psychokinetic power, and Kristin Cashore’s novel Graceling (2008) which features a 
character named Po, who is blind, then through magic overcomes this. Frequently disabled 
characters themselves are imbued with magical or supernatural powers as a ‘reward’ for the 
bodies and conditions with which they are forced to live. 
Disablement is a significant threat to masculinity, and Robert Murphy writes in The Body 
Silent (1987) that “men with physical disabilities experience ‘embattled identities’”, as 
contemporary masculinity privileges men who are strong, courageous, aggressive, 
independent and self-reliant. Thomas J Gershick and Adam Miller (183) concur, observing 
that “the image and reality of men with disabilities undermines cultural beliefs about men’s 
bodies and physicality”. Gershick and Miller (187) further note that there are three dominant 
frameworks which disabled men use in order to cope with their situations, and that these 
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patterns are related to standards of dominant masculinity. The first is reformulation, where 
men redefine hegemonic masculinity on their own terms by “shaping it along the lines of 
their own abilities, perceptions and strengths”. The second is reliance, where men are 
“concerned with others’ view of their masculinity and [focused on] meeting hegemonic 
demands…by internalising many more of the ideals of predominant masculinity, including 
physical strength, athleticism and sexual prowess”. The third is rejection, where resistance 
takes the form of “creating alternative masculine identities and subcultures which provide 
them with a supportive environment” (199). 
 Moon’s disabled character, Matthis Stammel, is offered no magical cures, and he must 
attempt to reformulate his own masculine identity in order to continue to be productive and 
earn a living. Sergeant Stammel first appears in The Deed of Paksenarrion where he signs the 
young Paks up to Duke Phelan’s mercenary company. Prior to his injury he is primarily 
described as an experienced soldier who has fought in countless battles. He is a recruit trainer 
and becomes somewhat of a father figure to several of the young recruits he teaches, 
including Paks. It is Stammel who defends her when she is attacked by another recruit and 
court marshalled, and it is he who sees and nurtures her early potential. He is known by the 
recruits to be tough, fair, skilled, and as having high expectations of his students. Paul Higate 
(180) observes “biting cold, scorching heat, blistered feet, aching limbs: some or all will 
characterise the intensive period of military socialisation”. It is Stammel’s role to induct the 
recruits into this way of life – to teach them the necessary skills to survive and work as a unit 
with their comrades, to train them both physically and mentally. Not only does he train 
recruits, he also fights alongside them in battles. His life is soldiering and his home is within 
the mercenary company. He has spent the majority of his life in the military and has risen to 
become a respected leader, and it is this masculine identity which is threatened when he 
becomes disabled. In Oath of Fealty (2010) Stammel is blinded after he is possessed by a 
46 
 
Verrakai demon. He manages to fight the demon off, but is left with permanent blindness. 
Stammel’s identity is structured around his ability as a soldier. Moon constructs no history 
for him as part of the narrative other than that he has spent many years with the company. 
Much like Phelan, he has created his own identity within the mercenary company. For a man 
whose life is bound up in combat, a disability such as blindness has the potential to be 
catastrophic. The mercenary company is an environment where someone with a disability can 
only be of value if they are still of use. Not only can Stammel no longer fulfil his duties as 
trainer and mentor, he also can no longer fight in battles. Kerry Mallan (18) writes that “war 
is the ideal mise-en-scene for the staging of masculinity, as this is the ideal scenario for 
demonstrating dominance over other men while displaying hegemonic characteristics like 
aggression and strength”. With his disability, Stammel can no longer play a part in this. Not 
only is his disablement a threat to his livelihood, it also represents a clear threat to his 
masculine subjectivity. Gershick and Miller (183) state that “a healthy, functioning body is 
crucial to how men define themselves” and that “men’s bodies allow them to demonstrate the 
socially valuable characteristics of toughness, competitiveness and ability”. If a man is 
defined by these physical abilities and characteristics and they are no longer available, then 
he no longer conforms to accepted hegemonic ideals and faces the stigmatization associated 
with disability – weakness, atrophy, dependence and passivity. Stammel, robbed of his 
‘functioning body’, struggles against thoughts of suicide: “He put thoughts of bridges and the 
Immerest’s swift current out of his head” (380 – 381), and reconsiders when he rationalises 
that Suli, the young girl who is caring for him, would be disappointed. She says to him “You 
wouldn’t go looking for ledges. Not a Sergeant in the Duke’s company” (381, original 
italics). He is still held in high esteem because of his position, and Suli considers this action 
unthinkable for one such as himself. This kind of death would bring him dishonour. He is still 
a soldier and a sergeant despite his blindness, at least in her opinion if not his own. 
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Being unable to participate in battle poses the largest threat to Stammel’s idea of his own 
masculine identity. Mallan (18) states that the “warring male body signifies the masculine 
idea of control, dominance and mastery, and battle becomes the ultimate test of manhood, 
sorting out the weak and the cowardly from the strong and heroic”. While Stammel has 
proven himself in countless previous battles, it seems that each time a soldier enters a 
skirmish he or she must prove themselves all over again. He has completely lost any 
opportunity to do this in the future. According to Mallan (87), the strong, hard body of the 
male warrior may solicit the male spectator’s narcissistic identification with “an image of 
ennobled, self-contained masculinity that functions as an ego ideal”. Stammel, as both soldier 
and recruit trainer is constantly an object of the admiring and respectful male gaze. The 
young men in the company admire his strength, skill and experience and wish to both impress 
and emulate him. Although Stammel’s body may still possess the physical strength and traits 
they admire, his blindness means that he can no longer reiterate these through performance. 
His disability brings a total reversal of the way in which he is perceived and those who 
previously admired and revered him turn away through embarrassment and awkwardness, 
both at his obvious disablement and the loss of his masculine position: “the others were all 
embarrassed. He could hear it in their voices” (380). 
Paradoxically, Stammel’s acquired disability makes him both less, and to some extent more, 
visible. While he is not the object of scrutiny as recruit trainer anymore, his blindness means 
that his presence is actually more obvious and noticeable on a daily basis than it previously 
would have been. Before he could move freely, easily and relatively anonymously among the 
members of the company as an able bodied person. Now, those around him are hyper aware 
of his presence. David Morgan (79) reflects that the military camp is a context where the 
body must be kept strictly under control: rigorously maintained and constrained. Stammel’s 
body has become a site of dysfunction and disarray. His cohort are conscious of moving 
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around him and staying out of his way, and his awkward presence always on the arm of Suli 
is a constant reminder of his own circumstances and the dangers that soldiers face.  Higate 
(81) asserts that the soldier’s body is at once a site of suffering and a vital resource, and that it 
is “A precarious resource, and at any moment, debilitating injury might become conflated 
with corporal weakness”, and this is precisely what happens to Stammel. Interestingly he is 
allowed to stay with the company by the new Duke, Arcolin, who appears to see a use for 
him still, though he does find it difficult to ascertain what that use might be. It is Stammel’s 
history with the company which means he is allowed to remain with them, suggesting close 
ties and camaraderie which, in the case of the women in the company and their relationships, 
is completely absent. 
Jeffrey Weeks (in Kimberley Reynolds, 100) suggests that “masculinity, or the male identity 
is achieved by the constant process of warding off threats to it”- Stammel’s body, disabled by 
attack, made dependent and diminished, represents the failure to do this. Regardless of his 
previous prowess, he has still succumbed to disability. Stephen M Whitehead (190) states that 
“the masculine body is not one that is deemed to be rendered passive by its environment, but 
one that seeks to render the environment passive to it”. Stammel has been rendered passive to 
his environment, and this male passivity is a recurring theme in Moon’s work.  Stammel’s 
entire world has changed, and what was once very familiar now presents myriad problems. 
He cannot negotiate his way around the camp, and must rely heavily on Suli, much the same 
way Phelan must rely on Paks. In this instant Moon situates Stammel in an awkward and 
vulnerable position. Until he regains some independence he is largely infantilised. 
Jane Stemp (3) writes that “many other – world fantasies hold out the image of a magical 
cure for wounds and disabilities”. Moon avoids this cliché by not offering Stammel a cure. 
He is resigned to his fate and accepts that he will never see again. He holds no hope that there 
will be a miraculous cure – certainly not through prayer: “the captain of Tir… [Stammel’s 
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God] said I should face reality: I was blind and would always be blind” (Moon, Kings of the 
North, 228). Stammel’s commander, Arcolin, despairs of Stammel’s position, unable to 
envision a future for him as a blind man, saying “He’s said himself he can’t function as a 
senior cohort sergeant, but I’m afraid he’ll…waste away somehow, just die within a year, if I 
don’t find the right job for him” (Moon, Echoes of Betrayal, 199). Charles Lambert (26), 
writing about Brandon Stark, who is crippled when pushed from a tower in A Game of 
Thrones, observes that “discussion of the boy among his family and household centre around 
what he cannot do” and “the idea that Brandon’s life might be improved, that he might be 
rendered able once again, occurs to no one”. This is also the case for Stammel, with Arcolin 
assuming that it is his responsibility to find a use for him, rather than acknowledging 
Stammel’s potential to forge his own new purpose. Unlike Brandon, however, Moon does not 
imbue Stammel with a ‘disability superpower’ – a trope that allows the character, in 
Lambert’s (22) words, “some compensatory, mystical superpower” as a result of his 
disability. Brandon, for example, is given the ability to enter the minds and bodies of others. 
Often in fantasy literature, a blind character is given the gift of ‘second sight’ – prophecy or 
divination in compensation for physical blindness. Stammel is simply a blinded man. There is 
some conjecture that the dragon (who also appears in the form of a man) may be able to use 
his considerable powers to heal Stammel’s blindness, and although he is resigned to his fate, 
this stirs hope in him: “I had given up hoping for sight…but to have the chance of real 
sight…” (249).The dragon speaks at length with Stammel. He considers him brave, telling 
him: “you have not killed yourself with grief, as some might have done. You do not ask for 
quick death…you do not beg” (258). Tellingly, however, the dragon also asserts “you have 
no thoughts – this long after your blinding – for what else you might be. You have no plans 
for being a blind man” (258). Stammel seems unable to imagine any kind of alternative 
masculine identity for himself other than the soldier. The dragon is critical of this, suggesting 
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that he must somehow reinvent or redefine his identity in order to continue with a purposeful 
life. Despite appearing to accept his situation, Stammel is still hopeful, yet this idea is quickly 
deemed impossible by the dragon himself. Arguably the most powerful being in Moon’s 
world, he cannot ‘fix’ Stammel: “My fire will not heal you Sergeant, and I am sorry for it” 
(258).  
While Stammel is offered no miracle cure, he is able to learn archery through the use of 
sound and the fact that he can sense strong light and moving shapes. This is no compensatory 
superpower, however, and he must work extremely hard to build this skill in order to find a 
use for himself. Here Stammel utilises Gershick and Miller’s idea of ‘reformulation’, where 
he looks to build on other skills and strengths he has in order to redefine his manhood along 
new lines whilst reclaiming some semblance of the physical strength and control he has lost. 
The success of Stammel’s efforts is affirmed when he is asked by the dragon to assist him in 
destroying some of his own offspring whose dragon fire is being used by the Pargunnese as a 
weapon of war. Stammel’s ability to see dragon fire means he is able to utilise the skills he 
has learnt while not endangering the lives of his comrades. RW Connell (56) contends that 
“the body is inescapable in the construction of masculinity, but what is inescapable is not 
fixed”. Stammel reaffirms his changed and reimagined body’s ability to perform physical 
tasks. After his success in destroying the dragon spawn, he retires to a small fishing village, 
where he is killed in an attack by raiders. This is an interesting choice by Moon, because 
while it could be said that rather than allow a disabled character to live a satisfying life within 
a fantasy context, she kills off a character who does not fit the traditional, ‘normal’ image. 
This could also be interpreted as a device where a character, despite his disability, is able to 
die in the way he has always envisioned – in battle. Neither is a completely satisfactory 
ending, but by offering up a character who is disabled through injury and does not suddenly 
develop super/natural powers yet still proves his worth by putting his body in harm’s way, 
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Moon manages to avoid certain clichés like the ‘supercrip’ theme or the disabled character 
offered some type of magical choice as to whether to remain as they are or be transformed 
through some bargain or promise. Stammel is offered no choices or bargains, nor does he 
receive any miracles.  
Castration 
Like Stammel, Caliam Halveric is anxious as to his place in a mercenary company after he is 
kidnapped, tortured and castrated. He is concerned that castration means for him and those 
around him the end to his manhood, that he will no longer be able to command an army in 
this state, nor be respected by the men around him. Sixteen centuries ago, St Augustine (qtd 
in Gary Taylor, 14), writing about men who castrated themselves as an act of worship to the 
goddess Cybele, asked the question “What, then, doth all that remained of him after his 
gelding signify? Whither is that referred? The meaning of that now?” Taylor (17) writes that 
“castration produces a ‘not-man’, a marked category that assumes and requires an already 
existing, widely accepted seemingly genitally specific definition of ‘man’”, and that the 
castrated male body has always stood in opposition to the uncastrated male, shadowing and 
challenging the physical norms of manhood. The castrated male body evokes men’s fears of 
feminisation, as the penis is the embodiment of traits of masculine superiority: “Potent, 
penetrating, outward thrusting, initiating, forging ahead into virgin territory, opening the way, 
sword-like…effective, aimed, hitting the mark, strong, erect” (GP Haddon, cited in Flannigan 
Saint – Aubin, 241). The penis forms the basis of the biological distinction between the 
‘superior’ masculine, penetrating body/identity and the ‘inferior’ penetrable female 
body/identity.  
Fantasy texts often present the body as a site for retribution, and, as Charles Lambert (24) 
asserts, “these acts of mutilation are constantly about power, directed at certain attributes of 
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the victims: their integrity, their skill, their sexuality”. This is unquestionably the effect 
castration has on Cal. The enemy, Siniava, who castrates him, is a failed mercenary leader 
himself, having used fear as the incentive to convince men to follow him. Cal tells him “You 
couldn’t captain a mercenary company because the only way you can get fighters to follow 
you is to threaten their families, coward that you are” (Sheep Farmer’s Daughter, 275). Cal is 
everything that Siniava is not – he is loved and respected by his men, brave and honourable. 
Cal challenges Siniava’s ideas of his own masculinity by questioning both his bravery and his 
honour, and as Siniava aligns the male genitalia (in this case the testicles) with male power, 
worth and dominance (not uncommon in the real world), he sees the removal of these as the 
ultimate act of destruction for Cal: “What are you worth to your father – whole? What would 
he give for you? Anything?” (274). Siniava believes Cal’s worth is bound up in his 
‘wholeness’, and that his father may be less inclined to want him back if he is less than whole 
– “or would you fetch a better price elsewhere? As a gelding perhaps?” As a ‘gelding’ Cal 
may be reduced to the role of servant or slave. It is worth noting here some similarities to 
George R.R. Martin’s Theon Greyjoy, who is also tortured and castrated (although to a 
greater extent). Both are young and confident, and although Theon is basically a hostage in 
the Stark house, he is afforded most of the freedoms of the Starks’ own children. He is 
confident, self- assured and has an attitude of superiority. While the reader knows little of 
Cal’s personality, he has grown up in a privileged position as an eldest son, he is popular, and 
seemingly confident.  
While Theon is maimed mostly for the amusement of his captors, Cal’s mutilation is more 
strategically motivated. Both acts of castration are followed by the sending of the men’s 
disembodied parts to their fathers2 . For both torturers, these mutilations are an assertion of 
                                                          
2 It must be noted that this happens in the HBO series rather than in the novels, where 
Theon’s castration is merely hinted at in a much more subtle manner. 
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dominance over the physical body of the other man, and also in sending the parts as symbols 
of loss and weakness, dominance over their fathers as well. Cal already has children, so he is 
confident in his genetic endurance, yet Siniava unsettles him when he points out their 
vulnerability – “but Cal – what makes you think I have no agents over the mountains? Are 
five sons enough if you cannot get more?” (Moon, 274). For Theon, of course, fathering 
children is impossible. 
When Cal regains consciousness, to find himself castrated, he wishes he had been killed 
instead. He feels a pain described as “A growing fire that gnawed between his thighs, leaving 
him in no doubt about one irreparable loss”, and thinks “perhaps I will bleed to death from 
this. If only I had been able to taunt him for longer he might have killed me at once” (275). 
Lambert (23) comments that “for the victim, what is being stripped away – as both revelation 
and removal – is the sense of self…” Cal sees his entire identity as being bound to these body 
parts – he no longer wishes to live if it is to be as the ‘not – man’ described by Taylor (17). 
Connell (45) writes that “true masculinity is almost always thought to proceed from men’s 
bodies: to be inherent in a male body or express something about a male body”. Cal has lost 
what he considers to be a defining symbol and expression of his masculinity, and his body is 
no longer a site of maleness in his eyes. Like Stammel, he is robbed of the identity of the 
strong virile warrior which he has always lived.  
Moon, however, does not allow Cal to dwell on the situation. She has him display a ‘stiff 
upper lip’ attitude which he attributes to his upbringing and his family: “but Halverics are not 
bred to despair or suicide” (275), displaying a stoicism often attributed to men in relation to 
showing weakness or emotion. Cal has grown up within the largely homo-social environment 
of the military company, surrounded by other men from whom he has learned ideas of 
manhood. While Theon Greyjoy’s torture and gradual mental and physical dismantling are 
carried out over a drawn- out period, Cal is rescued quite quickly. When he is returned to 
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camp, he worries about his father’s reaction. While Theon is deemed unfit to rule after his 
father’s death, Moon actually allows Cal to return to his former life and carry on as usual. His 
father brusquely dismisses his fears – “Well thank the gods they took the only thing you don’t 
need to be a commander, or my heir” (279, original italics) His father insists that he needs 
only “arms and legs…brains, eyes, ears – and a strong voice – that’s what you need” (279).  
Unlike Theon, Cal retains his masculinity in both his own eyes and the eyes of those around 
him. After his father’s statement there is no further mention of his ordeal. In presenting a 
character who is castrated yet still able to return to his former life without question, Moon 
subverts the image of the castrated man who is rendered passive by his injury. Cal does not 
succumb to madness as Theon does, nor is he rendered helpless.  
Ageing, Guilt and Depression 
Moon also considers men’s vulnerability in her portrayal of an ageing and depressed man 
reflecting on past mistakes. Ageing is frequently associated with helplessness, weakness and 
loss. Whitehead (200) writes that “ageing puts into question dominant representations of 
maleness such as occupation, vigour, activity and mastery over space”. This is the issue 
facing Cal’s father Aliam Halveric as he confronts his own ageing body and mind in Kings of 
the North: “he felt old, joints aching, responsibilities almost too heavy to bear. His 
grandchildren sprouted day by day it seemed, rising up around him like saplings around an 
old storm blasted tree” (234, original italics). He feels overwhelmed by both tiredness and 
responsibility, signifying that the changes ageing is making to his body are starting to rob him 
of the vitality and vigour he once had, and he is all too aware of this. His grandchildren serve 
to remind him of his own diminishing strength and the development of his sons as his 
inevitable replacements. He has been a warrior, and he misses the thrill of the battle now that 
he feels he no longer has the strength: “the years when he had taken his soldiers south each 
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spring, the raw excitement of campaigning…seemed long ago. Little bright images from a 
different person’s memory (245). Portraying an ageing man reflecting on his life is not 
unusual in fantasy fiction – often the man is a very old wizard or a dying king. Frequently 
fantasy narratives are told through the eyes of these characters. For example, Mary Stewart’s 
The Crystal Cave (1970) trilogy is told through the eyes of an ancient Merlin. What is 
interesting in Moon’s portrayal of Aliam Halveric, however, is that not only is he dealing 
with his own ageing and mortality, but he is also wrestling with depression and guilt over his 
failure during Phelan’s youth to look into his past and perhaps reunite him with his family 
despite the fact that he suspected Phelan’s real identity. Moreover, he is dealing with these 
issues in an open manner – he is not hiding his emotions or displaying the stiff upper lip 
which his son employed when he was held captive. Cal’s assertion that Halverics are not 
given to despair, then, suggests that while his father has been a strong example, he is also 
vulnerable to the emotion which he has previously hidden as a leader in war. Lupton (qtd in 
Christina Lee and R Glynn Owens, 19) argues that “patriarchal cultures position mastery over 
the emotions as a positive and valuable thing for men” - although Moon’s world allows many 
freedoms for women, its pseudo – medieval setting means that it is still a patriarchal society, 
and given Aliam functions mostly in a homosocial military environment, this attitude is 
reinforced. 
As a military man, Aliam has learned to portray a tough physical and emotional exterior, and 
his obvious grief and depression make his ageing all the more alarming to those around him 
as it seems he is weakened in both body and mind. His guilt about Phelan’s youth and 
identity is one of the main reasons for his depression, blaming himself for the deaths of 
Phelan’s first wife and children. He had suspected Phelan’s real identity yet said nothing, and 
it was he who taught Phelan to respect female warriors and therefore let his wife (a warrior) 
ride out alone with their children, resulting in their deaths in an attack. Aliam tells his wife 
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“If not for me…their children would be alive, she would be alive. He would be whole” (245). 
Tellingly, his wife Estil replies “He is whole. You are the one who is not” (245). It seems that 
Estil sees Aliam’s emotional state as a form of weakness and debilitation as well. While she 
dismisses his worries about ageing – “You’re just as old as I am” (245) she is more worried 
about his emotional state given his history of stoicism: “Less than a year ago he had been the 
same vigorous, joyful companion she’d known for so many years. Balder, greyer, a little 
more stooped perhaps, but by no means old, nor had he thought himself old” (245). Perhaps 
Estil’s dismissal of his worries about ageing is also in part due to her own ageing, yet Aliam’s 
emotional condition alarms and confuses her. It is interesting to note that as a woman, she  
expects the men around her to stay emotionally strong and not succumb to depression. She 
feels that given the strength of his feelings, his melancholy may well kill him. Like Arcolin’s 
assessment of Stammel’s emotional situation, where he also fears Stammel will die, so too 
does Estil feel for her husband. She writes to Phelan for help: “…bit by bit he has sunk into a 
strange torpor…he takes no joy in life…please come…I believe he will be dead by midwinter 
if you don’t” (259). It is not his age or physical health which concerns her, but his mental 
health.  
Moon creates a conversation between Aliam and Kieri Phelan which is both open and 
restorative. This is a revealing conversation between two men in a high fantasy setting – 
purely emotional, uninhibited and ultimately healing. It is simply a conversation – not an 
argument or a fight or a struggle of any kind, and this is what makes it notable. Phelan 
effectively reassures Aliam that the past is not his fault, and that kindness, compassion and 
honour are valuable lessons he learned from Aliam – more so than the art of war, weapon-
craft or aggression – “From you and Estil I learned what goodness is…from you I learned 
how good men govern others, how they lead others, even how in war honour and wisdom 
have a place” (262). Phelan hugs him: “He reached out and pulled Aliam into a hug, as Aliam 
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had once hugged the terrified boy he himself had been” (262). Not only does Phelan assure 
him with words, but also physical affection – again unusual for two men in this kind of 
setting. 
While it could be said that this scene is overly emotional and somewhat melodramatic, it sits 
well within the context of the relationship between Phelan and Aliam. By portraying a man 
who has spent his entire life as a military commander, trained to be unemotional and remain 
detached, who not only fears age and infirmity but also succumbs to depression and guilt, 
Moon avoids a typical trope in the gruff old warrior who is dismissive of emotion and 
hardened by war. Aliam is quite a subversive character in that not only does he show this 
level of vulnerability, but he also sees his son’s castration in a completely different light to 
that which is expected. He is therefore somewhat different to his fantasy counterparts both in 
the way he thinks and the way he conducts himself on a personal level. 
Conclusion 
While Moon utilises many male fantasy tropes – the hero, the wizard/wise man and the 
displaced king - she does go some way toward subverting these tropes. In the character of 
Kieri Phelan she portrays a military leader who becomes king, and in so doing loses much of 
the original masculine identity he has created for himself. While he gains a different kind of 
power when he is crowned, he is for the most part the object of a questing female – when 
usually the reverse is true in fantasy novels. Furthermore, he rules in conjunction with his 
grandmother, who is clearly the more powerful figure and not obedient to him in any way.  
Again he must defer to the female rather than act autonomously. Paks sacrifices herself to the 
Liartians in his place, and he is powerless to do anything but simply ride away. He relies on 
her throughout his journey to kingship, and Moon does not allow him to prove himself in the 
manner of other fantasy kings like Arthur and Aragorn. Phelan then becomes a king whose 
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power is in politics rather than battle, again unusual in a fantasy fiction setting. He is forced 
to redefine his masculine identity from that of military leader to political leader, embodying 
characteristics like hard work, negotiation, communication and diplomacy rather than 
physical strength and prowess on the battlefield. 
Moon’s portrayal of Stammel as a man disabled by injury and robbed of his military identity 
– that of the tough, hard powerful soldier - allows for a disabled character who must reaffirm 
his life and worth in a somewhat different manner, though he must still risk his life in a 
dangerous situation. While it is disappointing that Stammel is killed off, he does die in a 
battle of sorts defending his village – again enacting a masculine identity which includes 
warfare. With Stammel, Moon resists the usual narrative device by not imbuing him with 
some kind of supernatural power as many fantasy writers have done with disabled characters. 
She also does not offer him a choice or bargain which may result in his healing. This means 
that he must reimagine his life and purpose as a disabled person without the hope of a miracle 
‘cure’, which makes him a much more human character and one who is ultimately more 
relatable. 
Caliam Halveric’s mutilation by castration is another opportunity for Moon to reimagine 
attitudes about the male body, particularly that of the soldier. While Cal himself adheres to 
traditional notions of masculinity, believing his career to be over, his father does not. His 
father actually valorises other qualities like intelligence and the ability to assert command 
through leadership, rather than placing emphasis on physical signifiers of masculinity. Moon 
uses Caliam’s situation to provide an alternative and progressive take on his castration 
through his father’s attitudes. Aliam is again not simply an old man set in his ways or fixed 
on certain beliefs – it is he who is unafraid of emotion - in distinct opposition with the 
military ideal of stoicism and distance from emotional display. Rather than a gruff, hard 
military leader type, Aliam is portrayed as a man who fears old age and is wracked with guilt 
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about past actions. Often the character who finds himself in this situation is an ageing wizard 
or holy man, not a military leader who has prided himself on emotional unavailability.  
While Moon allows some of her men to reimagine and redefine their masculine identities, her 
treatment of male sexuality and sexual identities is both conservative and largely 
heteronormative. Men’s sexuality is largely glossed over and she presents no homosexual 
men at all in the narratives.  
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Chapter 3: Women and Femininities 
Women in Fantasy Fiction 
Traditionally, female characters in Fantasy fiction have been largely defined by their 
relationship to the male hero. These women have been portrayed as prizes to be won, and 
objects of desire to be rescued or possessed as pawns for political purposes. They have been 
positioned as objects for the desiring male gaze, often described as scantily clad, sexually 
desirable or in peril. Laura Mulvey (19), writing about the way women are portrayed in film, 
observes that “in their traditional, exhibitionist role, women are simultaneously looked at and 
displayed, with their appearances coded for strong…erotic impact”. Created largely by male 
authors, they have represented men’s fantasies in male dominated worlds. Women in Fantasy 
fiction present an image of how women may be perceived in alternative worlds not too 
distant from our own, often approximating a patriarchal ideal that is also dominant in the 
primary world. Helen Pilinovsky (21) writes that:  
“Women in other worlds, or worlds not too wildly disparate from our own, serve as            
alluringly unfamiliar sources of temptation, either for good or ill: in many of these narratives 
the female characters represent either fantasy (not in the genre sense) representations of 
idealised womanhood, foreign and yet compliant, or fearful exploitations of the abuses to which 
women might put power”. 
 
This is problematic as these fantasised women represent an ideal which is neither realistic nor 
particularly positive and makes the assumption that women in power are likely to abuse such 
power, or that the ideal woman is submissive, attractive and subservient. This highlights the 
tropes regularly associated with women in fantasy – they are mothers/wives and princesses 
with little power or autonomy of their own, or magical women, goddesses or warrior women 
who elicit a fear of female power and subsequently must be subdued and controlled. 
61 
 
Sheila Fisher (152) writes that “women figure significantly not so much for their own sakes, 
but in order to become involved in the construction of men’s chivalric identities”. While 
some women are positioned as rewards for the hero’s achievement of his quest, others present 
obstacles or roadblocks to the hero’s quest as seductresses, schemers or distractions which the 
hero must overcome. Women in hero narratives, according to Teresa de Lauretis (108), are 
actors in someone else’s story, rather than their own, and they are in fact “figures or markers 
through which the hero and his story move to their destination and to accomplish meaning”. 
The woman figures largely then as a stage of the hero’s journey which must be moved 
through and beyond, rather than a significant player in the events of the narrative, and is 
forgotten once the hero has accomplished his quest. Christine Mains (34) concurs, stating that 
“the cornerstones of epic fantasy include the figures of the heroic male warrior or adventurer, 
and the dangerously erotic woman, sometimes worshipped as a goddess because of her 
sexuality and beauty”. Women play secondary roles, and those who have any modicum of 
influence are often portrayed as evil manipulators who would use their power for ill and 
personal gain, or are stripped of their power in order to conform to patriarchal expectations 
and accepted structures. 
However, more recently fantasy writers (especially but not exclusively women) have begun 
to portray female characters in a different light. Charlotte Spivack (10) observes that female 
fantasy writers have found the fantasy novel to be a “congenial medium for certain ideas that 
clash with the dominant culture and ideology of our still largely patriarchal society”. She 
suggests that these fantasy texts are feminine revisionings of the fantasy quest and its heroes, 
the fantasy world and those who live within it, and the meaning of magic at the heart of 
fantasy (8). She further argues that these authors present a female point of view on 
conventionally masculine subjects and are subtly and sometimes very obviously subversive 
of certain key concepts in mainstream traditions of Western civilization, undermining 
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foundations of capitalism, power politics and Christian dualism (9 – 10). For example, 
Spivack contends that these types of fantasy novels contain subversive motifs, such as 
renunciation of the power principle in politics (desire for power is denounced), vindication of 
mortality (characters do not seek to attain immortality as this defies the natural process), 
depolarization of values (living well equals living in harmony with nature rather than 
attempting to control or conquer it), acceptance of the Other (whether in relation to race, 
gender or ideology, the goal is to accept and include) and the importance of the natural 
environment. In Andre Norton’s Witchworld series, for example, psychic power is valued 
over physical power - the desire is not to dominate but to assure freedom and integrity as 
individuals and for others, and the women do not establish “their own pseudo masculine 
empires” (Spivack, 33). This chapter will explore the ways in which Elizabeth Moon engages 
with the female tropes that dominate much Fantasy fiction and the ways in which her 
characters both adhere to and diverge from these stereotypes, such as virgin brides and 
princesses, wives and mothers, queens, magical women, and women warriors. 
Virgin Brides, Princesses and Queens 
The virgin princess appears frequently throughout mythology, folk and fairy tales as well as 
fantasy fiction. She is most often highly sought after as a political trophy as a means to create 
alliances between powerful families. Often, but not always, she is beautiful and accomplished 
in ‘feminine’ arts like needlework, singing or music, yet her beauty becomes secondary in 
terms of political manoeuvring. She has little or no autonomy of her own, is reliant on the 
protection and favour of others, and must be a virgin in order to produce heirs whose 
paternity cannot be questioned. According to Fatima Mernissi (183), “virginity is a matter 
between men, where women merely play the role of silent intermediaries”. It is the men of 
powerful houses who agree to marriage terms and guarantee the chastity of these young 
women. Their reputations and trustworthiness are bound up in the virginity of the girls in 
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their care. As Mernissi (183) further explains, “It is not by subjugating nature or by 
conquering mountains that a man secures his status, but by controlling the movements of 
women related to him by blood or marriage, and by forbidding them any contact with male 
strangers”. Jeanette C Smith concurs, writing on women in Arthurian literature, she states that 
“the non-sorcerous women such as ladies of the court are valued as sex objects and potential 
mothers, and are controlled by devices including chastity belts and chastity tests” (140). 
Children are produced in order to provide legitimate (preferably male) heirs to family wealth 
and titles, and to provide further generations who can continue to be married into 
advantageous alliances. Given the pseudo medieval setting of many fantasy novels, the 
pressure on these women to perform their duty and produce a male heir, despite this being 
beyond their control, is enormous: “The country would experience anxiety over a lack of 
children born from the King and Queen but they would be even more anxious at the thought 
of a female ruler given the medieval outlook on the female gender” (‘Women in Power’ 3). 
The failure to produce male heirs can result in the dissolution of a royal marriage, or indeed 
threaten the life of the woman herself. George R.R. Martin’s (59) Maegor the Cruel, depicted 
in The World of Ice and Fire: The Untold History of Westeros and the Game of Thrones, 
married six women in succession and all failed to produce male heirs. Four of these women 
died in mysterious circumstances or were openly murdered by Maegor himself. These fantasy 
examples often draw on historical treatment of women in the real world. The marriage of 
Eleanor of Aquitane and Louis VII of France was annulled on account of her inability to 
conceive a son after fifteen years of marriage. None of the responsibility for this failure to 
produce children is attributed to the husband.  
Moon creates two virgin princesses as possible wives for King Phelan of Lyonya in Kings of 
the North (2011). Elis and Ganlin are young girls from neighbouring territories. Elis is from 
Pargun, which has long been an enemy of Lyonya, and her marriage to Phelan would make a 
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valuable alliance for her father the Pargunnese king, as well as secure possible peace between 
the two territories. While Elis is in the typical situation of a fantasy princess (she has no 
choices regarding her future or marriage, she is a pawn for political manoeuvring, and her 
family’s expectations weigh heavily on her shoulders) it is unusual that she is allowed to 
speak privately with the king himself. Often such women do not meet or even see their future 
husbands until their wedding day. What is also unusual is that Phelan himself arranges these 
meetings, and questions her about her plans and wishes. It is revealed that if she is chosen to 
marry Phelan, Elis’ family has demanded that she kill him after the wedding. She admits that 
she wanted to leave after the king’s coronation, but her family drugged her in order to keep 
her at court to fulfil this duty. Thus, while Elis is expected to marry against her will as is the 
norm for girls in her situation, she must then kill her new husband and presumably assume 
the role of queen under the influence of her father. While she is still being used as a political 
pawn, the expectation is more than simply marrying and producing heirs – it is far more 
dangerous. To kill a king is treason and punishable by death.  
Elis does not quite fit the stereotypical physical image of the fantasy princess – the King’s 
squires notice that her hands are calloused, she is more comfortable in trousers than gowns, 
and she knows a great deal about horses, suggesting that she has not been trained in the same 
way as other young princesses who are delicate and graceful and know nothing of ‘male’ 
pursuits like horse breeding. Of course, she does not want to marry Phelan, telling him 
“When I was younger, I wanted to be a soldier, but I knew that could not be, so then I wanted 
to be a horse breeder” (Moon, Kings of the North, 198). Phelan has for many years run a 
military company where women are accepted as soldiers, and sees her desires as perfectly 
natural and acceptable, in contrast to her own culture, where women are not expected or 
allowed to fight. When Phelan meets her father, the Pargun King makes it very clear that he 
does not understand the idea of fighting women: “They are brave enough, our women, but 
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their blood should be shed only in the marriage bed, bearing strong sons” (Moon, KOTN, 
309). When Phelan points out that women must also bear daughters, the king replies “We 
must have daughters for the people to have children and live on. That is why a brave 
woman’s death in war is a waste” (Moon, 309). Moon uses this encounter between Phelan 
and Elis to explore the impact that social context can have on a woman’s expectations with 
regard to rights. She contrasts the norms of Lyonya to those of Pargun to critique the latter, 
which reproduces traditional gender assumptions often portrayed in fantasy texts.  
The other princess put forth as a possible match for Phelan is Ganlin, from Kostandan.  She 
admits she does not want to marry the king either and has plans with Elis to run away and 
start a horse farm together. Though she shares Elis’ plans, Ganlin is the weaker of the two. 
She says “But Elis said if she’s sent home they’ll lock her up. Without her I don’t know what 
I’d do” (Moon, KOTN, 351). The punishment for failure is imprisonment for Elis, though the 
reader is not told what will happen to Ganlin, both girls fear being sent home. Phelan offers 
them instead training with the Knights of Falk, which they both readily agree to. Not only 
does he offer them an alternative to an unwanted marriage, he deftly avoids the issue of 
rejecting them as possible wives and thereby offending their families. Furthermore, he can 
control their movements and who they come into contact with by placing them in the Falkian 
Hall. From the reader’s perspective, this is a somewhat disappointing move on the part of 
Moon. She seems to back away from the possibility of two empowered women following 
their dream (to own a horse farm) and rather positions them again as being under the control 
of a powerful man. While Phelan saves them from punishment or unwanted marriage, he still 
controls the outcome for them, rather than allowing them any real autonomy. It appears to the 
girls that the outcome is something they desire and that they have been able to choose for 
themselves, and they are influenced by Phelan into believing this is the best possible 
outcome, though they are still very much political pawns, although this fits with the 
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patriarchal society Moon has created as it is unlikely that the girls’ families would actually 
allow them to start a horse farm. Falk’s Hall is also a place where they are beyond the reach 
of other men who might seek to use them, and the possible retaliations of their families. The 
social context in which they live might suggest that this is the best possible outcome for 
them, yet by accepting his offer their narrative function becomes subordinated to the 
development of his character. As they are portrayed, it appears that their part in the narrative 
is to emphasise Phelan’s sense of fairness and equality and his acceptance of women as 
warriors, rather than develop these young women as strong characters in their own right. 
While they do not meet the same fate as many princesses in fantasy narratives, they are still 
contained and controlled. While Falk’s Hall offers them some security, and they are trained to 
be soldiers, they are still very much within a controlling environment where they have little to 
no autonomy. This is perhaps Moon’s version of the commonly used device of sending 
unruly girls to a nunnery. What is also unusual is that Phelan himself does not want to marry 
these young girls either, though the older king and the young virginal wife is a typical fantasy 
trope. He is determined to marry a woman of his own age who can also fight. He says “I will 
marry a woman of Lyonya – a woman – not a girl – a woman with a sword” (Moon, KOTN, 
351). Rather than marry a virginal child he claims to want a strong woman who has life 
experience and can use weapons. 
Moon does, however, introduce a love interest for Phelan. Her name is Arian, she is half 
elven like Phelan, and one of his squires. This is somewhat subversive in that this role would 
normally be occupied by a male, and certainly not a queen-to-be. Many of Phelan’s squires 
are women, and they are entrusted to serve and protect the king – a highly sought after and 
respected role which is not often available to female characters in fantasy narratives.   
Moon takes a somewhat unusual direction in the character of Arian, revealing that due to her 
elven heritage she is actually much older than she looks. The king had thought her to be much 
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younger than him, and she informs him “I am not as young as you may think. Half elven look 
younger” (Moon, 352, original italics). She also tells him that she is fifty winters old, thus 
making her a suitable match for him. This does create some interesting issues, however. For 
example, at fifty, Arian is not realistically of an age to produce heirs, which is an absolute 
necessity for the queen, and an issue of vital importance for Phelan as he has no other living 
relatives. Moon neatly sidesteps this issue by imbuing Arian with elven heritage. If she does 
not age as humans do, then it could be plausible that she is still able to conceive and bear 
children. In fact, later in the series, she gives birth to twins. Arian is also not a virgin – the 
usual prerequisite for queens in waiting. She admits this when she is questioned by Phelan’s 
grandmother, the Lady of the Ladysforest: “Many years ago, I twice shared a bed with a 
young man. We were both, I believe, about twenty- four…” (Moon, 359).  
Through her characterisation of Arian, Moon allows Phelan to have exactly what he wants. 
He gets a wife of his own age who has no problem with fertility, who loves him, can wield a 
sword and appears young and beautiful. Although Arian’s beauty is not her only important 
quality, it positions her as conforming to the trope of the beautiful princess. Arian is both the 
exotic other and the mature female in disguise. She is an older woman wrapped in a young 
attractive package. A perhaps more interesting and subversive direction would have been to 
have Arian at least look her age. By making her appear a pretty young girl it is as if Moon is 
providing Phelan with some kind of embodied male fantasy – a sexually mature woman who 
looks like a young innocent. This is again a little problematic as Phelan is also half elven, but 
appears to look older. This lacks a certain consistency, and if it is only elven women who 
look younger, then this is also problematic in that the woman must appear young and 
beautiful while the man is free to change with age.  
As queen, Arian must relinquish her position as squire. She has seen other young queens 
effectively reduced to no more than pretty ornaments to their husbands, and does not want 
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this to be her fate. Arian’s insecurity about her future role as queen is a legitimate concern. 
She has been a squire, and she is expected to quit this role and assume the duties of a queen. 
The king expects that she will visit other kingdoms as his representative, which, while it 
gives her a certain amount of responsibility and autonomy, also means she is safely out of 
harm’s way as war threatens to come to Lyonya.  While Phelan wanted to marry a “woman 
with a sword” (Moon, Kings, 351), it appears he doesn’t really want to allow her to use it. 
Whereas her role as squire has been to protect the king, this has now been completely 
reversed and she must submit to his protection. Again, the pseudo medieval setting means 
that queens are not taken seriously as wielders of power. Despite Arian’s former occupation 
and Phelan’s acceptance of fighting women, her role as queen diminishes her power: “In 
order to gain any sort of recognition as a power to be reckoned with, a queen would have to 
display masculine prowess whilst somehow maintaining feminine outward appearance” 
(‘Women in Power’, 7). Arian resists the expectations of a queen by continuing to wear 
trousers rather than gowns, and still trains daily in the salle with weapons, yet she does not 
get the opportunity to use her training any more. Although she does sometimes assist the 
king, and as a half elf she has some magical ability of her own, she is consigned to the role of 
helper, rather than an independent agent. After her first child is stillborn due to poisoning, 
Arian gives birth to twins – a boy and a girl – thereby cementing her place as queen and her 
children’s positions as rightful heirs. 
Arian makes no attempt to gain power on her own behalf. Instead she seems content to be a 
queen, wife and mother. While she experiments with her connection to the elfane taig 
(Moon’s term for the elven connection to nature), she never achieves the same taig sense that 
Phelan or his grandmother, the Lady, possess. She is no longer allowed the independence she 
once had, nor is she seen to be able to defend herself now that she is queen. She must be 
constantly guarded by those who once were her peers. Moon allows Arian to question her 
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new role and position with regard to her independence, yet ultimately she has Arian submit to 
her new limitations without too much protest. Again, this may suggest that the role of mother 
and wife is ‘natural’ for a woman, rather than that of soldier in the military or king’s guard, 
and again subjects a female character to the choice between the two. 
By contrast, the Lady Flessinathlin rules the Elvenhome with unquestioned authority. She is 
both feared and loved. While she is never actually referred to as a ‘queen’ per se, this is 
exactly what she is. The Lady has no husband or consort, nor is such ever mentioned. She 
rules alone and seemingly has done for hundreds of years. She is, of course, Phelan’s 
grandmother, so it must be assumed that her husband or consort is dead or of little 
consequence, which in itself is unusual. As a female she rules alone and unchallenged by any 
in her realm, although again, the elven realm could be considered a different culture to the 
human one in which it is men who rule. This is not unusual in Fantasy fiction – Marion 
Zimmer Bradley’s Mists of Avalon focuses on an alternative ‘other world’ in Avalon, where 
the Lady of the Lake rules a society of women who are mainly priestesses in training. Like 
the Lady of the Lake, Flessinathlin is portrayed as a powerful figure, and she is vocal in her 
opposition to Phelan’s marriage to Arian, citing her dislike and mistrust of Arian’s elven 
father as the main reason. She dislikes his disobedience and his preference for human women 
(hence Arian is not full elf). Arian’s father, however, suggests that the Lady is wary of him 
because his taig sense is apparently stronger than her own: “The Lady’s quarrel with me goes 
beyond my predilection for human women. My sensing of the taig is greater than hers” 
(Moon, 364). This statement reveals that the Lady is susceptible to insecurity and jealousy, 
and Phelan’s acceptance of this rather than the Lady’s explanation means that he privileges 
the male perspective over the female – jealousy and insecurity being seen as typically female 
failings.  
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The Lady evokes a sense of awe and power to which most of those around her easily submit. 
Phelan himself has to learn not to be swayed by her glamours and magic, thereby being one 
of the only people around her who can withstand this. While she is fiercely protective of the 
elvenhome and her position within it, she is not portrayed as a typical evil sorceress/evil 
queen who means to do harm, such as might be seen in fairytales, myths and some other 
fantasies. For example, the Queen in Snow White is a typical evil witch queen, the Ban Righ 
(high queen) from Kate Forsyth’s The Witches of Eileannan (1997) is a shape changer from 
an enemy land who seeks to take over Eileannan for her own people, and Cersei Lannister 
from A Song of Ice and Fire stops at nothing in her pursuit of power. Although in Moon’s 
world magic has been outlawed by Gird, the Lady is immune to these laws due to her position 
in the elven-home.  
Magical Women 
Women with magical abilities have long appeared in fantasy fiction. Lori Campbell (11) 
writes that “a magical woman is nearly always an evil one”, and in many fantasy texts the 
magical woman is indeed an evil witch or sorceress whose aim is to thwart and derail the 
hero from his journey. Other women with magical abilities appear as priestesses and healers, 
goddesses or some kind of supernatural creatures. Sorceresses have been presented as 
characters to be defeated, disempowered and controlled. Magical women not only represent a 
mysterious and disruptive force, but according to Joanna Ludwikowska (85),  
“the presentation of women as magical, wild and unchecked, and governed by rules other 
than those of the world inhabited by men, makes women not only the biological and 
intellectual Other of men, but also the Other of social order, reason and nature – a cause 
of stress and unease in the ordered…world”.   
 
Therefore, the magical woman is excluded not only from the society in which she lives but 
also from nature – which is traditionally seen as the realm of women. Robert Bartlett (1 – 3) 
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concurs, defining the supernatural as dichotomous with the natural, thus situating the magical 
woman in direct opposition to and outside of the woman’s supposed affinity with the natural 
world. Ludwikowska (86) expands on this, stating that “the supernatural…consists of 
unexplained phenomena, creatures and actions of a non-natural kind, and as such can be 
defined as containing, and being of, magic”. Magical women are not only separated from 
society but also the society and company of other women due to the mysterious nature of 
their powers. 
According to Marsha M Sprague and Kara K Keeling (128), fantasy writers have begun to 
reposition magic, changing it from an assumption of evil, darkness and otherness to stories 
that are “especially empowering when they feature girls who have supernatural powers that 
make girls equal, if not superior, to their male peers”. Magical women are beginning, 
therefore, to diverge from traditional ideas of women who possess supernatural powers and 
occupy broader territories than simple dichotomies of good and evil. Magical women are 
being presented as multi-dimensional and complex characters rather than simply foils or 
helpers to the hero. Kate Forsyth’s Witches of Eileannan series presents multiple female 
characters with magical powers who act upon very diverse motivations with some characters 
blurring boundaries between good and evil and dark and light. 
Moon presents two powerful magical women who attempt to disrupt the expectations of those 
around them – the Rosemage (also called the Mage Lady), and the Lady of the Ladysforest, 
who was mentioned in the previous section. The Rose Mage appears in the A Legacy of 
Honour trilogy, and her first words when she meets Gird are “The King is dead, and by my 
hand. If you do not allow murderers in your army, you will not want me…” (Moon, 421).  
She has killed a king and therefore committed high treason and is in exile. Her wish to join 
Gird’s army could be seen to reinforce the assumption that women require a man’s 
protection, yet she is clearly able to look after herself, as seen when Gird finds her 
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appearance unnerving: “She was tall, and even in armour conveyed a lithe lightness, a supple 
strength. It set Gird’s teeth on edge” (421). Gird is unsettled by a woman in armour who has 
committed murder and admits this unhesitatingly. While it could be said that she is described 
in terms of the male gaze – tall, lithe, supple – Gird’s reaction is rather one of distaste, and he 
does not see her as a woman in his definition: “This one had never, he was sure, borne a child 
or suckled, had never so much as cared for a sister’s child” (421). He judges that she is 
unwomanly and suspicious, thereby setting her outside his idea of the role of a woman. He 
further mistrusts her when he realises she is using magic on him: “Gird felt that his head was 
full of apricot syrup: sweet, cloying, thick. He dragged his mind through it” (421). When the 
Rose Mage realises he is not afraid of her, she stops her magic and speaks with him more 
directly. Without magic, the Rose Mage seems less impressive to Gird: “Without the 
magicks, her face was older, not unlovely, but no longer a vision of beauty and terror” (422). 
The Rose Mage’s power, then, also comes from her ability to speak forthrightly to Gird, 
rather than using “women’s magic” to deceive or trick him.  
When asked why she killed the King, she says “he sent me away because I would not give up 
my weapon craft and magery to be his queen…there was no rule requiring me to give up the 
sword as queen” (422). Unlike Arian, she will not submit to her husband’s protection and the 
king cannot accept this. Nor will she relinquish her magic. Ludwikowska (95 – 96) asserts 
that “once marriage enters the stage, the supernatural side of the wife needs to disappear; the 
marriage will never take place or will be terminated. Supernatural wives cannot remain 
magical if they want to remain married, or must abandon their marriage if they want to keep 
(or cannot shed) their supernatural powers”.  The Rose Mage’s powers represent a threat to 
the king’s masculine superiority, and he fears her otherness, as unlike Phelan he possesses no 
supernatural powers of his own. Phelan does not fear Arian’s powers as his are far superior.  
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The Rose Mage also did not simply relinquish her powers and go into exile, she killed the 
king whom she still appears to love and miss. She says “I went into exile heartsore, like any 
girl whose betrothed turns her away” (422). She avoids the disempowerment that marriage 
would bring for her. She never marries, nor does she have children. Again Moon repeats a 
problematic pattern – a woman can have magical powers or marriage and children, but not 
both. Gird wrestles with his own attraction to her as the narratives progress, and here he sees 
her as the typical sorceress/seductress, stemming from his peasant background and 
stereotypical superstitions around women and magic. Corinne Saunders (52) writes of the 
enchantress figure that “around her weave fears as well as fantasies of sexuality, 
transformation, death and desire, and ultimately the wish to know and possess, as well as the 
fascination of the other, the unknown”. Gird both desires and is repulsed by the Rose Mage. 
He is attracted to her, yet fearful of her power and her otherness, disgusted at himself for his 
interest in her and feels a sense of guilt and betrayal toward his dead wife Mali: “He was 
disgusted with himself. How could he think of such a woman, as a woman, after Mali’s 
loyalty and Raheli’s tragedy? What had he fought for, if not to remove such women from 
power?” (Original italics, 425). His defeat of the Mage lords and outlawing of magic means 
that the Rose Mage represents all that he has feared and hated, and she in turn is his enemy. 
He is appalled that he sees her in the light of a ‘woman’ to whom he is attracted when 
everything about her is the opposite of what he has known, valued and loved. Her otherness 
unsettles him and he is wracked with guilt: “No. He would not listen to her. He would not 
look at her. She was betrayal, treachery” (424). Gird cannot reconcile what he perceives to be 
her evil with her sexuality and attractiveness. The Rose Mage, however does not perform any 
evil acts in the novels. She is portrayed as being possibly evil – Gird mistrusts and judges her 
from his experience with magic and magelords in the past – experiences which have all been 
negative. In this sense the Rose Mage is not a typical evil sorceress, though she has the 
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potential to be so. Perhaps here Moon is critiquing the idea that women in powerful positions 
misuse their power.  
The Rose Mage does not seduce or betray Gird or Luap, but rather she accompanies Luap to 
found a new land where those with magical abilities can be safe from persecution and learn to 
control their powers. The Rose Mage does in fact become a mentor figure to the younger 
members of their new society, yet never quite a mother figure. She is far too aloof and 
mysterious for that, and while she does regret not having children of her own, unlike Raheli 
she does not long for them. While she is able to maintain and use her powers in this new 
environment, she is again in exile, and here Moon draws attention to the difficulties faced by 
women who try to pursue their own opportunities and empowerment in a male dominated 
society where such opportunities are restricted. She once more has to trade something off in 
order to maintain her sense of identity and self.  
The Elven Lady, however, appears to make no such sacrifices and is firmly secure in her role 
as ruler. She is aloof and distant and did not rescue Phelan as a child from his abusive captor, 
though she knew where he was all along. This could be read as Moon falling into the trap of 
portraying the magical, powerful woman as negative, yet the Lady is far more complex than 
this. The Lady has felt that after his experiences Phelan would be unfit to rule. Here she puts 
the good of the realm and the elvenhome ahead of her grandson and chooses to leave him to 
his fate. This is unthinkable to Phelan, yet she sees this decision as best for the realm. She 
chooses her duty as queen over that of grandmother, thereby appearing cold and uncaring.  
She has had a tense relationship in the past with Phelan’s mother, who was queen at the time 
she was murdered. Phelan’s ancient Seneschal tells him: “She was so beautiful. They both 
were, mother and daughter. But when they quarrelled it was like a fire” (Kings of the North, 
214). The Lady’s anger is both frightening and dangerous, and although she mostly appears 
ethereal and surrounded by light, her moods and magic can be both threatening and terrifying. 
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Ludwikowska (101) writes of such power: “Embodying the wilderness, uncontrolled female 
supernatural powers present chaos with power over order, which, for the wellbeing of both 
men and women and society, must be defended”. The Lady therefore presents a constant 
threat to the human inhabitants of Lyonya, who fear her power and her otherness. While 
Phelan is meant to jointly rule the elvenhome, humans rule and live in Lyonya by agreement 
with the elves.  
The Lady’s power is never contained or controlled by those around her. Although Phelan can 
match her in some displays of power he can never defeat or diminish her. The Lady also 
never appears as a seductress. She rules alone and there is never any mention of a partner, 
husband or consort of any kind. She relies solely on her own power, rather than using her 
sexuality to manipulate the males around her, and although she is feared by humans she never 
attempts to destroy or overcome them. 
Wives and Mothers 
Unlike the powerful magical woman whom the hero must contain or overcome, wives and 
mothers often appear in fantasy fiction in largely supporting roles. As wives, their duties fall 
within the realm of the domestic, where they are engaged in running households and giving 
birth to and raising children. They are important insomuch as they have the ability to produce 
male heirs, as in these patriarchal settings it is usually the sons who inherit and keep 
possessions and land within the family. Often wives are left in charge when the men go to 
war, and this leaves them in a precarious position. They must see that their husbands’ duties 
are performed in their absence and are left in great jeopardy should their husbands and sons 
be killed. In this instance they are prey to ‘suitors’ who would exploit their vulnerability in 
order to acquire their husbands’ lands, titles, and possessions.  
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Wives and mothers can also be portrayed as ambitious and scheming, especially when it 
comes to making powerful alliances or ensuring their child’s (and therefore their own) 
position in their society. A Song of Ice and Fire’s Cersei Lannister is an excellent example of 
this - her children are actually not the rightful heirs to the throne of Westeros, yet she lies and 
schemes to keep them on the throne. They are in fact the illegitimate children of an 
incestuous relationship with her brother and have no claim at all to the throne of Westeros. 
By keeping them on the throne, she also remains in power herself as Queen Regent. Romayne 
Smith Fullerton (29) writes that “Mothers are problematic. From early European fairy tales to 
contemporary post- modern fiction, plotting them has been, and continues to be difficult”. 
This is problematic given that that there is no universal, fixed idea of what motherhood is, 
and that mothering and motherhood are complex. There are, though certain traits associated 
with the ideal mother – she is loving and self- sacrificing, for instance. Shari Thurer (15) 
states in The Myths of Motherhood that “mothering – the way we perform mothering, is 
culturally derived…our particular idea of what constitutes a good mother is only that, an idea, 
not an eternal verity”. It may be that in these kinds of narratives the mother is difficult to plot 
as often these figures are quite one dimensional and authors may struggle to imagine a role or 
purpose for them after the children they are raising have grown up and no longer need such 
intensive mothering. 
 Mothers within Moon’s narratives must make significant sacrifices in other areas of their 
lives in order to fulfil mothering roles. Arian, as discussed earlier, is somewhat 
disempowered by her role as wife, mother and queen, giving up her other roles in order to 
raise the heirs to the kingdom. Raheli wants desperately to be a wife and mother but is robbed 
of the opportunity by an act of violence. Moon creates a typical ‘good mother’ figure in Mali, 
the wife of Gird. Mali possesses all the attributes needed in a farmer’s wife, in Gird’s 
community. She knows herb lore, she cooks, weaves and spins wool and gives birth to and 
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raises several children. Mali is also described as not particularly attractive. When Gird states 
his intention to marry her, his father asks “Comely, is she?” (Surrender None 62) and Gird 
replies “She’s – she’s strong” (62). She is also described by her own father as being 
outspoken: “Mali’s not the quietest girl – she’s got a quick tongue” (64), which in his opinion 
is a negative trait. Though Mali is outspoken in her love and support for Gird, and advises 
and counsels him often, she dies before his rebellion ever begins. Therefore she cannot fulfil 
the role of advisor as well as wife, nor does she have any opportunity to be a warrior woman 
who fights beside him. 
Warrior Women 
Women have seldom appeared as warriors in fantasy fiction until relatively recently, with 
some exceptions such as Jiriel of Jory, who appeared in Weird Tales in 1934. Created by CL 
Moore, Jiriel was a female warrior character, who ruled her own domain in an imagined 
medieval France. Writing under a non-gendered pseudonym, Moore was among the first 
women to write in the genres of fantasy and science fiction. Robert E Howard’s Red Sonja 
was another early female warrior character who appeared in the story Shadow of the Vulture 
in 1934.  Sprague and Keeling (113) have written that “until very recently, all heroes in the 
quest story have been male. Females in fantasy have largely been silent or invisible, and it 
used to be unthinkable that a woman would set out on a quest unprotected by a man to do 
battle”. Charlotte Spivack (8) states that while in a lot of sword and sorcery written by 
women, females play the conventionally male role of warrior (which usually emphasises 
strength, courage and aggressive behaviour), the female warrior displays resourcefulness and 
courage but does not have specifically masculine goals: the aim is not power or domination 
but self-fulfilment and protection of the community. 
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The male quest tends to differ strongly from that of the woman. Carol Pearson and Katherine 
Pope (10) state that the difference between the male and female heroic pattern “usually 
results from the cultural assumption that strong women are deviant and should be punished”. 
Hence the strong woman’s quest is hindered from the very beginning by beliefs about the 
acceptability of roles and actions performed by women in these fictional societies, whereas 
by contrast the male quest is both admired and encouraged in these same fictional settings as 
the ‘masculine’ action. Women who choose the path of the quest defy the expectations of 
those around them and challenge long held beliefs about the suitability of women to perform 
heroic deeds. Pearson and Pope (9 – 10) also state that “simply by being heroic, a woman 
defies the conditioning that insists she be a damsel in distress, and thus she implicitly 
challenges the status quo”. Mary Kirk (47) elaborates on this by citing the example of Joseph 
Campbell’s influential work The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949), in which, while 
Campbell states that the hero can be either male or female, “it singularly recognises the 
heroic journeys of men, not women”. Rather, female characters are discussed as Goddesses, 
temptresses or earth mothers. 
Often the male begins his quest at the behest or expectation of others, being called to action 
by forces beyond his control or expectations of duty and honour. The hero’s journey centres 
largely on something he must attain. This can include a rescue (often of a woman), an object 
(like the Holy Grail) or the gaining of some kind of knowledge or wisdom. During the course 
of his journey he encounters several obstacles he must overcome through acts of bravery, 
daring or intelligence in order to return to his community with his prize. Usually he will be 
hailed a hero, his deed remembered in songs and stories. By contrast, many fantasy novels 
which feature questing females involve the women turning to questing in order to escape 
patriarchal violence and/or arranged marriage. Jane Tolmie (148) observes that “motifs of 
rape, domestic abuse, forced marriage and other forms of gender- based oppression and 
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violence are markedly interlaced with contemporary fantasy novels”. She goes on to assert 
“abduction and rape. These are the woman’s adventures”. It appears that these female fantasy 
quests adhere to some extent to stereotypes that still position the woman as victim. These 
women are fleeing from something, rather than assertively moving toward a goal of their 
own. Moon’s Paksenarrion does indeed flee from an arranged marriage, and her father 
Dorthan, who is obviously prone to violence: “Pakse! He yelled…You come or it will be the 
worse for you! Will you go to your wedding with welts on your back?” (Moon, Sheep 
farmer’s Daughter, 1). When she is threatened, however, Paks fights back. She takes up her 
grandfather’s sword and forces her way out of the family home: “Then she was facing 
Dorthan, sword in hand, with the firelight behind her. The sword felt easy in her grip” (Moon, 
1). Rather than fleeing in fear or running away in secret, she takes assertive action and leaves 
in full view of her entire family. She does not steal away or hide but leaves of her own 
volition. Paks, unlike the women described by Tolmie, has seemingly always intended to 
leave her home, and her father’s actions simply provide a catalyst for doing so. She has 
always wanted to be a warrior. When joining Duke Phelan’s mercenary company, she states, 
“I don’t want to marry at all. I want to be a warrior like my cousin Jornoth. I’ve always liked 
hunting and wrestling and being outdoors” (Moon, 3). Furthermore, rather than being 
educated in what is often described as ‘women’s work’ such as child raising and 
homemaking, she has spent much of her time in ‘masculine’ activities such as tending sheep, 
farm labour and wrestling with her brothers. In the social context of Paks’ world, these are 
unusual traits for a woman and she is already developing skills that she will need as a warrior. 
It is also unusual that her family has allowed this, despite her father’s attitude, but again the 
social context of farm life means that she has probably had to participate in all kinds of 
labour in order to be of use. She is no reluctant hero, rather she actively seeks adventure and 
dreams of glory: “Paksenarrion imagined herself…headed for battle. Bits of the old songs and 
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tales ran through her mind – magic swords, heroes who fought and won against the powers of 
darkness, enchanted horses…” (Moon, 7). Paks’ quest actually seems more closely to 
resemble the male quest. She wants to be a warrior and a hero, she seeks glory and renown, 
and she joins the mercenary company in order to achieve this. 
Mains, et al (179) have written on the idea of the ‘shero’, suggesting that women who are cast 
as the hero of an action plot can be viewed in two clearly opposing ways – either that 
“women can be heroes without having to imitate men, or that a woman in that position must 
be referred to as a ‘shero’, her character and plot differing from the conventional hero 
sufficiently to justify coining a new term”. One of the problems with this idea is that there 
seems to be an assumption that any action on the part of the female hero is simply an 
impersonation of the man’s. It is the act itself, not the gender of the hero, which makes it 
heroic. Whether this has been done before more often by male characters than female would 
seem to be of little consequence. Wearing armour and learning war craft and weapons skills, 
are all necessary prerequisites of warriors whether they be male or female. The idea that 
women warriors simply imitate men suggests that there should then be an alternative way of 
performing these actions which is specific to women – a ‘woman’s’ way of fighting, which 
somehow differentiates women warriors from their male counterparts. Lori M Campbell, 
quoting Barron (31) suggests that fantasy writers should uniquely define the female hero so 
that she “need not mimic the male hero’s journey… [she] may reject the established patterns, 
cast aside the old rules, and prevail on [her] own terms”. Whether the woman’s plot and 
storyline differs from that of the conventional male hero, the term ‘shero’ is awkward. 
Pearson and Pope (5) write that “unless the heroism that women demonstrate in the world is 
reflected in the literature and myth of the culture, women and men are left with the 
impression that women are not heroic”. It is the very idea of requiring a new term which is 
problematic. The term “‘shero’” seems somewhat trite and diminishing. Pearson and Pope 
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use the term “‘female hero’”, arguing that the term “‘heroine’” has too many negative 
connotations, placing the woman in the traditional storytelling context as the prize or object 
of the male hero’s journey or as a background character rather than as an active participant in 
her own journey. Campbell (7) concurs that this term is helpful in that “it reminds us of some 
of the challenges the character has faced and continues to face”, but she also points out that it 
is somewhat disappointing that “we have yet to reach a point in society where we might leave 
out ‘female’”. Kirk (49) suggests the even more awkward her- o (pronounced HER-o), 
suggesting this liberates readers from these “limits of language”. It seems however that until 
the term “‘hero’” can be accepted as applying to both men and women, these ‘alternatives’ 
will continue to be awkward and limited/ing. In the three main female warrior characters 
Moon presents (Paks, Raheli and Dorrin) each act in ways which could definitely be 
described as heroic. Though all three are hindered by obstacles in their journeys, all manage 
to commit acts of great bravery, inspire those around them, and bring about change within the 
communities in which they live. According to Campbell (7), “a major trait of the female hero 
is the potential of her journey to inspire those with a similar need to prove themselves or rise 
above subjectivities of varying kinds”. Quoting Miriam F Polster (49), Campbell comments 
further on this, stating that “whether male or female, heroes are agents of change… [who] 
move other people – sometimes whole societies – forward with them”. Moon’s female 
warrior characters – Dorrin, Raheli and Paks, all achieve this: Dorrin frees her people and 
restores life to a lifeless land, Raheli trains and inspires women to learn to fight for 
themselves, and Paks crowns a rightful king. 
Several times during Paks’ adventure she is kidnapped, tortured and eventually raped. In this 
sense Moon does allow Paks to fulfil the role of victim as suggested by Tolmie, yet her ordeal 
is one of transcendence, where both her strength and faith prevail. The scenes where Paks is 
raped and tortured are disturbing on several levels. She offers herself up as a sacrifice to the 
82 
 
Priests of Liart in place of Phelan so that he may go to Lyonya to be crowned King. 
Throughout the entire series Paks has remained a virgin, and it is here she assumes another 
common motif – that of the sacrificial virgin. In this case it is Paks’ virginity itself which is 
also sacrificed – she is raped several times by different men. Thus, her status as sacrificial 
virgin is doubly valuable as a blood offering to Liart. Fatima Mernissi (186) writes that “the 
deflowered virgin becomes a lost woman”, and in this case Paks appears to lose some of the 
power of the Paladin along with the importance she personally places on her virginity. She is 
seen by those watching as simply a woman who bleeds like any other and is diminished in 
their eyes by her seeming normality. The Liartians penetrate not only her body but destroy 
the protective shield virginity has become as part of her identity. Nancy Huston (163) refers 
to the importance of this, stating that “Virginity is seen as an invisible armour, and the hymen 
as a shield to protect the body and the soul of the young girl. Once it has been pierced, once 
she has succumbed to that first paradigmatic wound, all other wounds become possible. The 
deflowered female body is irremediably, irreversibly vulnerable”. 
During her torment, Paks’ captors shave her head with a burning razor, effectively erasing yet 
another significant aspect of her identity (she is recognised for her thick yellow braid). It 
would seem that they wish to unsex and dehumanise her at the same time. Not only do they 
shave her head, they shave all the hair from her body, thereby removing indicators of her 
womanhood and eliminating the threat of the mature female body by reducing her adult body 
to appear as that of a pre- pubescent girl. Huston (154) observes that the cutting of the hair 
has long been associated with sexuality and strength. The biblical Samson was rendered weak 
and ineffectual when his hair was cut, for example. She writes “In point of fact, hair and 
sexuality have been carrying on an intimate relationship for some time…long hair equals 
unrestrained sexuality, short hair or a partially shaved head or tightly bound hair equals 
restricted sexuality, a closely shaved head equals celibacy”. It is worth noting that although 
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Paks has long flowing hair, she never wears it loose, suggesting both restricted sexuality and 
indeed just practicality for a woman who fights physically for a living.  
As previously noted, Moon devotes ten pages of the novel to Paks’ torture ordeal, perhaps in 
order to reflect the prolongation of suffering – for Paks, five days and five nights. The crowd, 
in the beginning, takes great pleasure in her suffering. Mario Praz (26) writes in The 
Romantic Agony (1970), about horror as a source of beauty, that “beauty was enhanced by the 
exact qualities that seem to deny it: those which produce horror: the sadder and more painful, 
the more intensely relished”. He also states that there is a beauty to be found in martyrdom 
for faith. Paks’ suffering is martyrdom. She is not simply randomly abducted and brutalised 
by strangers. She is a worshipper and Paladin of Gird, and Paladins are the highest in the 
Girdish religious hierarchy, thus making her an even more worthy sacrifice. She refuses to 
acknowledge Liart, and many times during her ordeal calls on Gird and the High Lord.  
Tolmie (149) writes of these particular scenes that Moon “strongly evokes hagiographic 
motifs”. Hagiography refers to the biography of a saint or highly developed spiritual being, 
and in these scenes Paks is miraculously healed of most of her wounds and seemingly 
elevated to a transcendent state as the result of her suffering. Ludwikowska (90) expands on 
this, observing that “the female body subjected to torture is a frequent motif in saint 
stories…it is rare for stories to highlight not parts of the female body which can be tortured 
and thus win her sainthood, but those which are female attributes (such as long hair) and 
serve as defence and not subjection”.  In this scene Moon utilises both these areas of the body 
– Paks’ rape encompasses the parts of the female body which can be tortured, but also her 
ordeal sees her head shaved and body shorn, thereby depriving her of any defence the hair 
provides, so she is doubly vulnerable. Moon also evokes other religious images. At one point 
Paks is hung by her arms in a position approximating crucifixion, and is cut and displayed 
like Christ as a message to those watching that her Gods have seemingly abandoned her. 
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However, unlike most saints and martyrs, Paks survives her ordeal and the situation itself is 
also somewhat transformed by her apparent healing by the Gods. The witnesses are not only 
frightened by this, but also question their own involvement: “those who had laughed to see a 
virgin raped – even those who had joined in eagerly – found…something shameful in 
themselves, that they could take pleasure in such pain” (Moon, 979). Paks also feels pity for 
her captors: “she had no anger left, no desire for vengeance, nothing but pity for those who 
must find such vile amusements, who had no better hope…” (Moon, 978 – 979). Again this is 
suggestive of similarity to Christ on the Cross, who said of his captors: “Father forgive them, 
for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34). Tolmie (151) writes about these didactic 
elements in fantasy fiction, asking “When these women triumph, what do their triumphs 
teach us?” On the one hand, they teach us that women are intrinsically strong, are capable of 
overcoming great adversity and can tap great sources of personal power when needed. On the 
other, these women’s triumphs tell us that in order to achieve anything it is necessary to 
suffer, that women should expect their journey to be shaped by violence, misogyny and wilful 
damage. The male quest also involves great physical and mental suffering, yet it is the type of 
suffering that women must endure that sets them apart. 
Moon presents a second female warrior character who is raped, which, as noted in the 
previous chapter, suggests a recurring pattern of sexual violence and sexuality as violation in 
the narratives. Raheli’s rape and loss of her husband and child is the catalyst for her journey. 
Whereas Paks’ rape and torture becomes a scene of martyrdom and transcendence, Raheli is 
scarred physically, mentally and emotionally and forced into the role of warrior by her 
circumstances. She adheres much more closely to Tolmie’s idea of the woman whose 
adventure is the result of trauma. Her initial role is as a victim in the rising war between the 
peasants and the wealthy landowners, and her rape is not only an assertion of dominance by 
the landed gentry, but also serves to provoke Gird into action – thereby positioning Raheli in 
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relation to Gird’s journey as the hero. Claudia Card (7) writes that rape as a weapon of war, 
concentrates often on two targets – “sacrificial victims and others to whom their sacrifice is 
used to send a message”. This is the exact effect of these events on Gird: “All that time anger 
had grown in Gird’s heart…now it grew swiftly as a summer storm cloud, filling him with 
black rage” (Moon, Surrender None, 100).  Raheli’s rape and the murder of his family 
members push Gird toward taking action, and this leads him to seek safety with a rebel band. 
Gird and his family at this time become outlaws, as they run from the soldiers who would 
evict them from their homes and condemn them to a life of serfdom. After the attack on his 
family, his Lord’s steward tells Gird: “The Count remembers you. He will be content if you 
sign yourself and all your children into serfdom, become his property in name as in fact” 
(Moon, 102). Card (7-8) asserts that “martial rape aims to splinter families and 
alliances…and destroy a group’s identity by decimating cultural and social bonds”. This is 
certainly the case with Gird’s family, which is torn apart and the members forced to flee in 
different directions and to different destinations. Raheli, who is near death, and her younger 
sister who is also injured, are sent to stay with Gird’s in laws, whilst the youngest boy, Pidi, 
goes with Gird. Card (6) further states that “martial rape aims at expulsion or dispersion, and 
it does not matter to the perpetrators whether those…expelled or dispersed survive”.  
Moon uses Raheli’s experience as a catalyst for a woman to interrogate the patriarchal system 
that maintains women’s vulnerability. When Raheli is healed and re -joins Gird, she realises 
as a result of her own suffering that women who are left at home while the men go to war are 
extremely vulnerable. There are many women and girls in Gird’s retinue and she is 
determined they will learn to fight. Gird is initially resistant to this, believing that only men 
should be soldiers, but his daughter convinces him otherwise and begins training the women.  
Card (11) observes that “women who lack martial training are an easy mark for those who 
would communicate the message of domination”, and that “women in patriarchies are 
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commonly unarmed and untrained for physical combat”. Raheli sees this and aims to have as 
many women as possible in training. She says “that women, as she knew from her own past, 
were always at risk, did not help. Being a victim won no respect” (Moon, Liar’s Oath, 601). 
She aims to change the status of the women she teaches from helpless victim to proactive 
agent. Card (12) agrees, writing that “strategies of resistance would have women armed and 
skilled in the use of weapons…the idea here is not simply to equip females for self-   
defence…but to equip females generally to need no more protection than males”.  
Raheli starts instructing girls at young ages, although their mothers are concerned that this 
‘male’ activity will somehow make their daughters unfit to marry and bear children, that they 
will somehow be masculinized by learning how to fight or being injured and disfigured like 
Raheli herself. She tells them “I am barren because my husband and I did not know how to 
fight, not because I fought in the war” (Moon, 601). With this statement Raheli tries to allay 
long held fears with regard to the woman warrior: that she is somehow unfeminine, 
desexualised, undesirable, overly masculine and somehow unsuited to marriage and 
motherhood. Raheli strongly supports the idea of marriage and family. While she fervently 
believes that women must from necessity be taught how to fight and defend themselves, she 
is puzzled by those young women who are eager for war and bloodshed: “How could a girl, 
whose life should be risked in giving life, be so eager to end it?” (Moon, 602). Nancy Huston 
(162) expands on this, pointing out that “it is the act of giving birth itself which is considered 
to be profoundly incompatible with the act of dealing death”.  Megan McLaughlin (193), 
writing on women warriors in medieval Europe, observes that “those who undertake a role 
not usually assigned to their gender group often elicit strong reactions from the rest of 
society”, and Raheli challenges the norms of her particular society in several ways. She is 
childless (though not by choice), she never remarries and therefore never receives the support 
and protection traditionally believed to be provided by a husband, she teaches women and 
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girls to fight, and she advocates for women in the social and political decisions being made 
which will shape her society. She becomes the women’s Marshal General, with the women 
looking to her to represent them in matters of lawmaking and equality. Raheli believes that 
since women risk as much in war as men, they deserve the same treatment in matters of law 
and society. The women also look to her for guidance as to how to navigate the conflicting 
roles they now occupy (wives/mothers/warriors) and the threat of once again being relegated 
only to the domestic once the war is over. Although Raheli does not have to negotiate thes 
roles herself as she is not married and does not have children, it is a positive development that 
Moon imagines some women as having more than one role, and that their positions can be 
negotiated.  
Moon presents another woman warrior in the character of Dorrin Verrakai, who appears 
throughout the Paksenarrion and Paladin’s Legacy series’, first as a captain in Duke Phelan’s 
company, then as Duke Verrakai, ordered by the King of Tsaia to return to her family’s lands 
to restore order and bring those family members who are traitors and worshippers of Liart to 
justice. Dorrin’s journey, then, becomes one of return. She has long been estranged from her 
family due to their beliefs and practices, and is reluctant to return to her childhood home. 
However, she has sworn an oath of fealty to King Mikeli of Tsaia and has no choice. Dorrin 
becomes Duke Verrakai, taking the place of her late uncle. The social structure Moon creates 
allows her to assume the role of Duke, rather than ‘duchess’ or ‘lady’, meaning Dorrin 
neither adheres nor answers to a specifically female title. In Tsaia, as in Phelan’s company, 
women are allowed to assume roles of authority. Dorrin states, in Oath of Fealty, that “In  
Phelan’s company we used sir to man or woman commander. I am displacing a Duke’s 
widow, who is used to the term ‘lady’. Let it be ‘my lord’ odd as that may sound to your ear” 
(Moon, 152, original italics). Her experience in the Duke’s company has allowed her the 
confidence to assert her authority both as a female and a leader. Dorrin is comfortable in the 
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previous Duke’s court clothes, though they are meant specifically for a male. She has long 
been used to wearing military uniform, and again men’s clothing provides practicality for a 
woman who must ride, fight and command troops. Like Paks, she does not cross dress in 
order to appear masculine or imitate the males around her. Again there are simply only the 
two choices. While the women of the court look askance at her choice to wear male attire to 
court, she is not intimidated or uncomfortable: “She dressed: undershift, mail shirt, pale grey 
silk shirt, with her black velvet dress doublet over it, riding leathers, boots.” (Moon, 156) She 
dresses for formal occasions as she would in a military company as a captain, rather than as a 
lady of the court. 
Dorrin also possesses magical abilities (referred to as magery throughout the series) of which 
she has been unaware. This means she is also a character who straddles different fantasy 
tropes – woman warrior, magical woman and although not a queen, a woman who is in a 
significant position of power. Her magical abilities have been blocked by a Marshal of Gird 
since she was very young, for fear that, like her family, she would use her powers to do harm. 
By order of the king, however, she has them released in order to control the magery and 
treason of her family. Magic is outlawed in the kingdoms and has been since the time of Gird, 
when Mage Lords fought with armies and used their powers to influence battles. Dorrin is 
given permission by the king to use these newfound powers, but only for the benefit of others 
and to defeat the members of her family. She uses these abilities first in order to purify her 
family home and then to help the people under her patronage. The Verrakai villagers are 
starving and frightened, and when she visits their village, she realises they have no clean 
water, and that their well is cursed. When she removes the curse and returns clean water to 
the village, this is the first sign of Dorrin’s magical affinity with water. She assumes the role 
of symbolic mother to her people by bringing them life-giving water and also enacting a 
symbolic breaking of the waters, representing both her assumption of the mother role and the 
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cleansing and purification of what was previously tainted. Later, her heroic deed is to bring 
water to the land of old Aare, which has been a desert wasteland for thousands of years, 
dealing along the way with pirate attacks and sailors who would rob and kill her. Moon again 
invokes biblical motifs, this time of the flood, which cleanses and renews the land. Guided by 
the god Falk, and magical regalia, Dorrin drinks from an enchanted goblet, evoking images of 
the Holy Grail, and is lauded as “‘the one’” by a religious order whose duty it has been to 
recognise her and wait for her arrival. When she asks who they think she is, they reply “the 
one who was to come: the healer for the land” (Moon, Crown of Renewal, 446).  Again, 
Moon alludes to the religious idea of a chosen one who will save the land (or the world). This 
is a common fantasy trope as well. Gillian Polack (1) writes that “in the middle ages miracles 
were part of the technical workings of the world because of the direct role played by God”. In 
Moon’s pseudo medieval setting miracles and the presence of the gods are accepted and 
revered. Both Dorrin and Paks’ deeds see them transcend the ordinary to achieve saint like 
status. Both are marked by their respective Gods – Paks with a circle on her forehead, and 
Dorrin also with Falk’s ruby embedded in her forehead, both appearing magically after their 
respective deeds. Both these women are elevated to the status of what could arguably be 
called sainthood, yet both are alive at the end of their heroic deeds, and this is significant in 
that a female saint is not required to die, but rather is able to actually enjoy the results of a 
successful quest. 
Conclusion 
Moon’s novels attempt to present female characters who are complex, multi- faceted and 
complicated. These women do not simply fulfil long held fantasy tropes, but rather try to 
push boundaries and challenge ideas about females and their roles in fantasy fiction. They do 
not imitate the acts of men around them but rather they act of their own accord, and in doing 
so perform deeds of heroism and bravery on their own terms. It is somewhat unfair to assume 
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that these women simply imitate men, when what they actually do is think about their 
situations, and apply the training they have received, just as the men do. Paks and Dorrin both 
undergo rigorous training in the mercenary company and rise according to their skills. 
Moon’s social context allows them to simply be women who perform heroic deeds. While the 
argument still exists as to whether these women are “‘sheroes’” or  “‘female heroes’”, it is 
obvious that these women perform heroic deeds regardless of their gender and the term 
“‘hero’” could and should be applied without the need to qualify it with some kind of female 
addendum. To suggest another term which describes the ‘way women fight’ suggests that 
there is an inherent difference in the way they use their training to the way men do. This 
further separates women from both their skills and their deeds. There is no one they seduce in 
order to gain favour, nor do they employ any kind of ‘feminine wiles’. Paks is not a typical 
female warrior who runs from an arranged marriage to become a soldier. While she does flee 
an arranged marriage she does this on her own terms by taking up her grandfather’s sword 
and defending herself from her father’s rage. Being a warrior is her dream long before this 
incident sends her in the direction of the mercenary company. Dorrin’s journey is one of 
return to a family from which she has estranged herself, and her role is not an easy one. 
Rather than being embraced by her family after a long separation her duty is to arrest them on 
grounds of treason. Her family hate her and have long disowned her. Here she displays the 
courage and devotion to duty expected of a warrior, a duke and a sworn sword of the king. 
She does not assume the role of lady or duchess. However, Dorrin does not appear to live any 
kind of a life which does not involve soldiering. Moon allows these warrior women to 
perform acts of heroism yet she repeatedly reigns them in by subjecting them to rape, male 
dominance and lack of autonomy. Dorrin and Paks act at the behest of the gods – they do not 
control their own movements and therefore the extent of their autonomy or independence is 
questionable. Although Raheli’s journey is much more typical – she is raped and learns to 
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fight because of this- but she becomes a leader and in so doing improves the lives of the 
women and girls around her. This is significant because unlike Dorrin and Paks, Raheli has to 
struggle within a patriarchal society which does not approve of women fighting. However, 
she is constrained in many of the same ways as Dorrin and Paks as her life becomes simply 
about soldiering and she is denied the life she truly desires. 
Moon’s representations of virgin princess characters are unusual in the sense that from the 
beginning they are not as they appear. Though both Elis and Ganlin are young and virginal, 
and would be well suited to be queens, their presence in the court is actually to marry then 
assassinate the king. Both are ordered to do this by their families and expected to succeed. 
Rather than simply marry and produce heirs, they are assassins who must commit high 
treason, though neither wants to do so. By having the king and the girls talk openly Moon 
transgresses the typical fantasy scenario of the young bride who barely, if ever, sees the king 
before her wedding, and more significantly, gives a voice to female subjectivity, allowing 
both girls to express their resentment at their respective situations. Although Phelan is clearly 
still in charge of the situation, both girls have the opportunity to be heard, and the king 
actually listens. In the end, though, they are still influenced by Phelan, and installed in the 
Falkian Hall where they can still be controlled and contained. While Moon allows them far 
greater freedom (at least in their own eyes) as knights of Falk than most of their 
contemporaries who meet much worse fates, they are still nonetheless political pawns and 
neither actually get to follow their own ambitions. Puzzlingly, the character of Arian is the 
most similar to the fantasy trope of the young bride with little or no autonomy. Arian begins 
as a squire, who is independent, talented and skilled. She ends up a disempowered queen who 
can no longer fight and whose duties are diplomatic and concerned with everyday matters. 
Though she possesses some taig sense, she is never allowed to use these powers in any real 
way. She then falls into the category of wife and mother, and Moon does not allow wives and 
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mothers much in the way of autonomy or indeed any important role at all. She is dismissive 
of wives and mothers in general, either creating typical good mother characters or robbing 
them of the opportunity to be anything else. Moon curiously never allows her women to have 
it all – they must sacrifice one or many aspects of their lives in favour of that which they 
want most. Warrior women are not mothers, queens are not warriors (with the possible 
exception of Dorrin, who occupies a kind of regal role as duke) magical women are not 
wives. Perhaps she is highlighting the difficulties and choices faced by women who ‘want it 
all’, yet in doing so she reinstates a normativity which she actually sets out to transgress. 
Another woman denied the opportunity to have it all, the Rose Mage effectively goes into 
exile twice, though the second time is seemingly on her own terms. Her leaving with Luap is 
to found a new land for the Mage born in order to secure their safety. In this sense she is a 
founder, leader and mentor and the people look to her for guidance. She never gives up her 
powers as many magical women in fantasy narratives are forced to do, yet she must go into 
exile to allow this. She, like the elven lady, is not an evil sorceress, though both are 
somewhat othered by their potential to be so. Neither embody darkness and evil nor do they 
fully embody goodness and light. The Elven Lady dies in the end and the elvenhome is 
destroyed by her death. Perhaps she is the only female character who has truly possessed any 
power or autonomy. 
Rachel Bach, in her interview with Elizabeth Moon, states: “I’d never encountered anything 
like Paks before. Her adventures and the fact that she was the one having them, completely 
overturned my ideas of what was possible in fantasy” (3, original italics). While Paks does 
have adventures and perform some heroic acts, she does so to the detriment of all other 
aspects of her life. She is completely committed to her quests to the exclusion of all else, and 
to that end she is aloof, distant and her saint – like healing serves to alienate her further from 
those around her. Moon also subjects her to rape, torture and silencing as a victim. 
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Chapter 4: Sexualities 
Fantasy texts have the capacity to experiment with alternative and new approaches to sex and 
gender and examine popular attitudes towards diverse sexualities. Lorna Jowlett (217) states 
that “the conventions of fantasy potentially enable it to address gender and sexuality with 
more freedom than a text anchored in realism” meaning that because fantasy fiction can  
create imagined and unfamiliar worlds, it need not be constrained by the “rules” and 
conventions of our primary world and might instead imagine alternatives that question the 
inevitability and universality of familiar sexual identities and desires. Richard Mathews (2) 
writes that “the insightful and influential modern authors who crafted fantasy as an 
alternative literary form seem intuitively to have understood that they could create a complex 
and appealing counterpoint to popular fiction about ordinary life…” Fantastic narratives 
provide a platform for reimagining the constraints and constructions of the primary world and 
subverting long held heteronormative ideals of sex role stereotypes and gender identities. 
Jude Roberts and Esther McCallum (2016) suggest that “the producers of fantasy texts are 
able to play with gender and sexuality, to challenge and disrupt received notions and allow 
and encourage audiences to imagine ways of being outside constitutive constraints of 
socialised gender and sexual identity”. 
Moon’s fantasy series, however, tends to be conservative in relation to sexuality, and her 
portrayal of lesbian characters, for example, situates them on the periphery of her society, 
whereas male homosexuality is not acknowledged at all. She privileges heterosexual sex and 
relationships but her most developed character and protagonist, Paks, does not engage in 
consensual sex at all or express any desire to do so. She asserts an asexual identity and this 
means that Moon avoids allowing a strong female character an active sexuality. Moon 
separates sex into categories of sex as identity, as physical act, and in the case of an extended 
rape scene, as an act of power.  
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Donald Palumbo (3) states that “It’s treatment of sexuality, whether sublimated, overt or even 
pornographic – is a distinctive characteristic of fantasy literature”. Moon’s representation of 
sexuality is somewhat curious in that no one really appears to be having sex at all in her 
world: the most attention is in fact paid to passive asexuality and sexual violence. This 
omission of sex and sexuality has been quite common in fantasy texts (The Lord of the Rings 
and more recently the Harry Potter series for example), where sex is not presented at all, yet 
twenty first century authors like George R.R. Martin choose to include this in their narratives 
by depicting various sexualities. According to Eric Garber and Lyn Paleo (preface vii), in the 
centuries before writers could overtly present homosexuality, they utilised the fantasy genre’s 
various forms and possibilities to disguise and present “‘homoerotic passions’” - creating 
single sexed utopias and using otherworldly characters to express non – normative desires. 
Garber and Paleo (preface xii) observe that in the first half of the twentieth century, gay men 
and lesbians started to appear undisguised as secondary characters in fantasy narratives, and 
this contributed to primary world debates around differences in physical sex and gender 
identity. Garber and Paleo (ix) assert that narratives began to explore “gender switching 
individuals, transsexuals and androgynes…long before transsexuality became a medical 
possibility”. Virginia Woolf’s Orlando (1928) is cited by these authors as a particularly good 
example of this, as the title character is transformed from a beautiful man into a woman, who 
then disguises herself as a man to enjoy the benefits of a patriarchal society3.  
Palumbo (preface xii) also asserts that “sexuality is such a pervasive facet of human nature, in 
literature as in reality that every fantastic work would merit consideration in a thorough 
inquiry – those that treat or contain sexuality, because they do and those that fail to treat or 
contain it, because they do not”. Moon’s novels fall into the latter category. No one, it seems, 
                                                          
3 Although Orlando certainly contains fantastic elements, it is generally not considered a 
fantasy text as such. 
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is having sex in her world. While heterosexual intercourse is alluded to between Kieri Phelan 
and his wife Arian, and also Arcolin and his new wife, there are no sex scenes as such. This is 
not uncommon, however, as quite a lot of fantasy fiction avoids overt descriptions of sex. 
There are several reasons for this – in High or Epic fantasy, for example, these characters live 
in pseudo medieval settings where the importance of virginity is highly emphasised and sex is 
presented as an act within a conventional marriage. According to several fantasy fan websites 
and discussion forums, it appears that readers of Epic and high fantasy dislike the idea of 
including sex scenes as the narrative focuses mainly on adventure and heroics, battles and 
magic, and the inclusion of a sex scene appears to be jarring and irrelevant. Of course, there 
are exceptions – Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire (1996 – 2011) series contains numerous 
detailed sex scenes, as does Jacqueline Carey’s Kushiel’s Legacy (2001) series, where love 
and physical pleasure are the central tenets of a pseudo-medieval society (also unusual in this 
setting), Terre d’ Ange, and the motto of its founder is ‘Love as Thou Wilt’. This includes an 
acceptance of any form of love, whether it be heterosexual, bisexual or homosexual. 
Same Sex Relationships 
While fantastic literature has the potential to present diverse sexualities within alternative 
societies and encourage acceptance of non – normative sexual behaviours, identities and 
desires, many authors still tend to repeat predominantly heteronormative patterns. Stephen 
Keneally (8), quoting Battis (2007, 260 – 1) writes that “fantasy provides a realm where same 
sex relationships can be presented uniquely and provocatively…but those same realms can 
also merely recapitulate homophobic and patriarchal tenets”. Although Moon chooses to 
represent lesbians (albeit in secondary roles) no homosexual males appear in the narratives at 
all. Homosexual men are perhaps more threatening to the patriarchy and to the hegemonic 
ideal of masculinity depicted in Moon’s created world. This makes for an essentially 
conservative fantasy where heteronormativity is privileged. This is a significant omission 
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given that in the largely male/homosocial mercenary company it is to be expected that at least 
some homosexual men are present. Moon creates a term for lesbians – Sisli - yet no similar 
term exists in reference to gay males. Stammel asks Paks early in Sheepfarmer’s Daughter 
whether she is a lesbian using this term – “Are you a sisli? A woman who beds women?” 
(Moon, 22). While the mercenary company appears to openly accept lesbians, they are still 
confined to the margins of the narrative and the only developed lesbian character is a 
negative one. The absence of homosexual male characters is not new in fantasy literature.  
Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings contains no gay male characters (or lesbian characters), 
although this could be due to the time in which it was written (1954 – 1955) and some 
contemporary readers do see homoeroticism in the friendship between Sam and Frodo. 
Perhaps Moon’s inclusion of lesbian desire and identity could be seen as a small step 
forward.  By contrast, Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire contains homosexual male 
relationships, such as that of Renly Baratheon and Loras Tyrell, bisexual characters such as 
Oberyn Martell, and female same sex encounters between Daenerys Targaryen and her 
handmaids Irri and Jiqhui, and Cersei Lannister and Lady Taena Merryweather.  
Barra (Barranyi) is the most developed lesbian character in Moon’s novels, and most of her 
appearances set her in direct opposition to Paks as her closest rival. When Paks is attacked 
and beaten by two male fellow recruits who try to rape her, Barra is the one who is most 
forthright with her questions about the incident: “Barranyi, the tall, black haired 
woman…often matched against Paks in drill, went farther than most. She was well known for 
her strength of arm and sharp tongue” (Moon, 52). In describing Barra as tall and dark, Moon 
again positions her as opposite to Paks, who is also tall and strong, yet fair and blonde. Barra 
finds the assault and its outcome unacceptable, and although Paks is reassured by the actions 
of her superiors (the offenders are whipped and banished) Barra pushes the issue, saying “she 
came out beaten half dead” (52), and to Paks directly, describing her condition “You looked a 
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real mess, I tell you – I was ashamed” (52). Barra is embarrassed by Paks’ beaten condition 
as she knows Paks to be a strong fighter and a good example to the women in the company. 
Barra is ashamed to see her brought low and sees this as an embarrassment to not only Paks 
but the fighting women in general: “You’d always been a strong one – Siger’s pet, and there 
you were, looking like something that had come from a lockup” (53).  
Throughout the series Barra develops a negative attitude toward both Paks and Phelan. She is 
jealous of Paks’ talent and popularity within the company.  It is problematic that the only 
developed lesbian character in the series is a negative one, and that she is presented as part of 
a good/evil dichotomy. Vito Russo (99), commenting on the ‘lesbian as villain’ trope in film 
(and particularly relevant here), states that “The presentation of lesbianism as an alien state of 
being emerged…in the Fifties in hard female characters who were seen as bitter reminders of 
the fate of women who tried to perform male roles”.  
Barra becomes increasingly bitter throughout the novels and when Paks is released from her 
torture at the hands of the Liartians, it is Barra who bargains with the Liartians (whom she 
has joined) for the right to kill her. Barra’s initial jealousy has escalated to outright hatred. 
Barra takes the unconscious Paks to the woods, where Barra herself is instead killed by Arvid 
Semminson. Paks awakens and literally stumbles across Barra’s body – which is actually 
never described as a “‘body’” but rather a “‘corpse’” (Moon, 989). Barra as an evil character 
is dehumanised and othered by her actions and upon her death Paks recognises and names her 
only once – “Barra…the corpse wore red, bright even in that light…the hand still held a 
sword” (Moon, 989). She is no longer named or recognised as human or as the woman Paks 
once knew, lived with and fought beside. Barra is othered by her lesbian status, her outspoken 
nature and her choice to follow a negative path. 
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The conflict that is established between Paks and Barra is symptomatic of Moon’s reluctance 
to explore the positive potential of female relationships and communities. Betz (112) asserts 
that “women who write against patriarchal narratives… [may] focus on female characters and 
subjects usually considered feminine, such as relationships”. While the novels do focus 
mainly on women and their stories, the narrative largely ignores female friendships and 
relationships. While Barra is sexually partnered with Natzlin, another recruit, this relationship 
is not developed further, and most of the other female characters neither form relationships or 
develop strong friendships or create a supportive environment for each other. It appears that 
relationships between women in these novels must be either sexual, confrontational, or 
transitory. None are lasting, nor do the women particularly communicate with each other 
unless on a mundane level or at some point of need. Heteronormative relationships are the 
most developed, and the women in these play supportive roles in the narratives of the men 
they marry (Estil Halveric is a skilled archer, yet she gives this up in order to run a household 
and have children, while Arian gives up her role as squire to be a wife/queen and mother). 
While other lesbian characters are briefly mentioned they do not appear again in the narrative 
and exist purely on the periphery. Paks, as the main protagonist is asexual – in her there is a 
complete absence of desire. She does not choose abstinence or celibacy – rather she 
intrinsically lacks the desire or need for sexual interaction of any kind. 
Asexuality 
A pervasive social assumption exists that all adult individuals experience sexual desire. 
Asexual individuals challenge this assumption and disrupt heteronormative expectations by 
questioning the notion that the choice of sexual object is always a central element of identity 
(Kristin S Scherrer, 2008). Historically, asexuality has been categorised as a bodily 
dysfunction which requires medical attention (for example, hormone therapy) or a 
psychological diagnosis that requires therapy (Sexual Aversion Disorder and Hypo – sexual 
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desire disorder). Examples of this pathologization date back as far as the nineteenth century, 
where sexologist Richard Von Krafft – Ebing (61) considered it an “aberration” of the “sex 
instinct”, and asexual individuals as “rare cases and, indeed, always persons having 
degenerative defects”. Scherrer (623) observes that asexuality, along with homosexuality and 
bisexuality have been medicalised as problems and historically included in the Diagnostics 
and Statistics Manual (DSM). More recently, however, the DSM has recognised that asexual 
identification is not a disorder. According to AVEN (Asexuality Visibility Education 
Network), people who identify as asexual “do not experience sexual attraction” (2007). As 
such, asexual identities are also defined as distinct from celibacy and celibate identities as 
these are described as a matter of choice, whereas the asexual person is intrinsically without 
sexual desire. AVEN has been formed to create public acceptance and discussion of 
asexuality, as well as facilitate growth of an asexual community. Padraig MacNeela and 
Aisling Murphy (800) state that “asexuality occupies a rather distinctive position in lacking 
public awareness of its existence”, and that, like bisexuality, it is subject to “delegitimizing 
responses that include denial, positioning it as a transitory state, or as concealed 
homosexuality”. It is an important aspect of AVEN’s work, therefore, to perpetuate a level of 
visibility and create conversations around consciousness raising with regard to asexual 
identity. 
Asexual individuals present a unique opportunity to explore the negotiation of identity and 
desire. While sexuality is linked to identity, in this case sexuality is not performed and indeed 
asexuality is defined by a distinct absence of desire. Carol Haefner and Rebecca F Plante 
(273) quoting Katz (2007, 16 – 17), write that “examination of…formerly unquestioned, 
socially institutionalised norms and systems may provide a startling view of a previously 
invisible, taken for granted, ‘normal’ social universe [and] perhaps even unsettle forever our 
idea of norm and deviance”, and fantasy literature is one genre which can examine and 
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challenge these norms. By creating unfamiliar social systems and community structures 
within fantasy narratives, authors can challenge norms regarding sexuality and sexual 
identity. Ursula Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Darkness (1969) for example, features 
individuals who are ‘ambisexual’ – that is, having no fixed sex. A major theme of the novel is 
the effect of sex and gender on culture and society, and the portrayal of the ambisexual 
Gethsenians sparked debate in feminist circles as to the nature of gender.4 
Jana Fedtke (2012) states that “some texts present asexuality as non – normative, attempt to 
silence it, or transform it into something legible for the contemporary consumer by erasing it 
as a subject position”, yet writers of fantasy have begun to incorporate more asexual 
characters into their narratives. Cait Spivey’s From Under the Mountain (2016) contains both 
queer and asexual characters, as does the 1984 novel The Bone People written by Keri 
Hulme, which features an asexual protagonist and explicitly refers to asexuality as a viable 
identity which is unproblematic. 
Moon’s Paksenarrion is an asexual protagonist in her sexual orientation. She experiences no 
sexual desire and remains a virgin until her torture and rape ordeal. It should be noted that not 
all individuals who identify as asexual are virgins. Rather they may have had some sexual 
experience and decided against pursuing this further. Paks has experienced no sexual desire 
from the beginning. After she is almost raped when she refuses to have sex with a fellow 
recruit, Paks asserts her asexual status when Stammel asks if she has ‘bedded’ anyone. She 
replies that she hasn’t, and when he asks if anyone has asked her, she replies “Yes Sir, but I 
haven’t. I don’t want to” (Moon, Sheepfarmer’s Daughter, 21). Throughout the narratives 
Paks remains uninterested in sex and while it could be said that this is because she wants to 
focus on soldiering or avoid pregnancy, it is her lack of desire or sexual behaviour which 
                                                          
4 The Left Hand of Darkness is generally thought to be a science fiction novel, yet it provides a good example of 
an author pushing the boundaries of sexuality and identity. 
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suggests her asexuality. Anthony F Bogaert (362) states that “asexuality is construable as a 
lack of sexual attraction…or a lack of sexual inclinations or feelings toward others”.  While 
the term ‘asexual’ does not exist in Paks vocabulary, this is clearly how she identifies her 
sexual identity. When further questioned as to whether she has actually been raped, she 
responds “I – I don’t know what it would be like. I know it hurts, but I don’t know what kind 
of hurt” (46). She cannot imagine what rape or sexual assault would entail and is unsure if 
she has in fact suffered rape – due also to a loss of consciousness during the attack. 
Her asexuality is mostly accepted within the mercenary company, yet her orientation also 
represents a challenge to heteronormativity within the group, especially to the men who 
attempt to rape her. MacNeela and Murphy (809) write that “although it is counter – 
normative because it involves non- participation in sexual behaviour, asexuality does not 
represent an active alternative to the normative sexual script as does homosexuality” (original 
italics). Nevertheless, because Paks does not actively express any sexual desire or engage in 
any sexual behaviour, she disrupts the hegemonic ideals held by her attackers – that women 
should be available to and desirous of sex with men, or at least other women. MacNeela and 
Murphy (809) observe that self -identification as asexual “places the person in a threatening 
position that has to be managed”, and although Paks, in her pseudo medieval setting, does not 
have the language to assert her asexuality, the men involved in this incident see her as a clear 
threat to their own heteronormative identities. Not only does she reject them, she rejects them 
in favour of no one.  
In the context of the mercenary company, Moon portrays Paks’ asexuality as preferable to 
active female sexuality. When some recruits leave the company, both Paks and Barra, as 
committed soldiers, are surprised that they are not punished more harshly, and the narrative is 
curiously most critical of sexually active female characters. A senior officer tells them “look 
at Talis. She was warned along with the rest of you and she got pregnant anyway” (Moon, 
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57). The narrative posits this woman as careless in getting pregnant: “Anyone too selfish to 
take birthbane when its right there on the table at meals isn’t going to make a good soldier” 
(57). This scene is telling in that a woman who chooses to have sex, and thereby risk 
pregnancy, is seen as selfish and stupid, and her peers are encouraged to see her as 
untrustworthy and inept. Her pregnancy means she can no longer be a soldier, enforcing a 
dichotomy between family and work and the assumption that women cannot have both 
simultaneously. While the provision of birthbane could suggest that women in the company 
are to some extent in control of their own fertility, its presence on the table and the statement 
that they were “‘warned’” suggests that the women in the company cannot be trusted to 
control their own sexuality and instead must be controlled and regulated within the unit. They 
are also at risk of pregnancy due to rape, especially given their minority status. Kelsey Holt, 
et al (1056) affirm that “knowledge of, access to, and use of contraception are key to 
women’s ability to prevent unintended pregnancy…the high prevalence of rape and sexual 
assault in the…military puts servicewomen at increased risk for unintended pregnancy”. 
Active sexuality for women, then, is punished and controlled by those around them in the 
novels.  The woman who chooses active sexuality is derided as untrustworthy, stupid and 
incapable. This is a long- held trope where women are punished for their sexuality, especially 
autonomous, consensual sex where the woman has choices in regard to her virginity and 
agency. Moon frequently punishes characters who are sexual and reinforces the notion that 
active sexuality is to be avoided or frowned upon.  Sexuality within the mercenary company 
and within the wider context of the novels is mainly absent. Most of the characters are neither 
sexually active nor do they seem to particularly experience sexual desire. Apart from the 
heteronormative relationships of Phelan and Arian, the Halverics and Gird and Mali- (all 
within traditional marriages) sexual relationships are neither lived nor flourishing. Sexuality 
is linked to identity but rarely performed. Paks’ identity as asexual is based on ‘not doing’ 
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and its subversive potential is undermined by Moon’s general reluctance to explore sexual 
desire or relationships. Paks and Barra, as asexual and lesbian respectively, are unaffected by 
the pregnancy/birthbane issue, yet they seem to display no sympathy or empathy for the other 
women who are affected, which could appear unusual given the minority status of the women 
in the company there might be some expectation of camaraderie. Commenting on pregnancy 
and military service, Linda Bird Francke (qtd in Brownson, 776), writes that female 
servicewomen who are pregnant become targets for animosity: “many non – pregnant women 
had joined the male chorus and turned against their own gender”, and that non – pregnant 
women tended to prioritise their mission and resent those who did not.  This is in direct 
contrast to the camaraderie of the men, seen especially when Stammel is blinded. He 
manages to stay within the company despite his disability, yet the women offer no support to 
those who get pregnant. Given that both Paks and Barra are committed to proving the worth 
of female warriors, it might also be expected that they would want to distance themselves 
from any display of perceived female weakness. There is a juxtaposition here between 
combat and sexuality and the two are presented as mutually incompatible. Paks is a Paladin 
of Gird, the highest and most honoured position in the fellowship of Gird, yet there appears to 
be no requirement of celibacy or virginity. While seemingly most are unmarried and Paladins 
can be either men or women, Paks’ asexuality has no bearing on her position, though the 
fellowship of Gird does loosely resemble a Christian religious framework. Moon suggests 
this with Paks’ miraculous healing in a hagiographic scene, drawing on Christian imagery 
and the idea of chastity and purity as conditions which are ultimately rewarded. 
Chastity and purity are important aspects of Paks’ identity until she experiences the loss of 
these when she is tortured and raped. In examining the motivations of men who commit rape, 
Debra Ferreday (22) asserts that adherence to normative gender roles stands out as one of the 
few key points of commonality, and that “rape is an indication of how widely held are 
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traditional views of appropriate female behaviour, and of how strongly enforced those views 
are”. Paks’ assailants are not only threatened by her sexual orientation, they are also 
threatened by her role as a female soldier within a mercenary company. Her assailants 
assume that Paks is being untruthful in regard to her asexuality and virginity – she must 
actually be having sex with someone in order to have risen to a leadership position so 
quickly: “he said that he was sure I wasn’t a virgin, not with my looks, and that I must’ve 
bedded - someone – to be a file leader” (Moon, 20). Korryn, one of her attackers, identifies 
Paks as a sexually desirable and attractive woman and the implication is that women who are 
desirable must also be available, and that desirability, availability and attractiveness therefore 
equal sexual activity and /or acquiescence. He also infers that she has used sexuality in order 
to gain favour within the company – an accusation typically levelled at women who gain 
success or recognition in their field – especially in male dominated areas such as the military. 
Heather D Cyr (33), commenting on women in the military, writes that “…women who were 
met with sexual hostility and violence were viewed as ‘the problem’”, and this is the case 
with Paks, as it is she who is arrested after the assault takes place, because although she has 
been severely beaten herself, she has also inflicted injuries on her attackers.  When Stammel 
looks more closely he can see that her injuries are quite severe: “the whole side of your face 
is swollen. I can’t even see your eyelashes. Your nose is broken, certainly” (Moon, 22). No 
one in authority has examined her and although she is clearly the victim she is punished with 
imprisonment. This scene is one of several in the novels which link sexuality with violence. 
By making her main female protagonist asexual, Moon portrays this as a viable sexual 
identity, yet Paks’ asexuality also means that Moon is still reluctant to explore or depict 
active (positive) female sexuality. 
 
 
105 
 
Sexuality, Rape Narratives and Violence  
 Moon’s series is conservative in its representation of sex and sexuality – avoiding overt sex 
scenes and sexual activity in general, yet the main sexual theme throughout the novels is 
rape. Sex is either mostly non - existent or presented as brutal, violent and threatening. The 
scenes where Paks is raped and tortured are prolonged over at least ten pages (arguably to 
highlight the extended time of her suffering) and presented as public spectacle where many of 
the observers also take part. While Moon clearly establishes that rape in her created worlds is 
wrong and unacceptable, she does so by doing what Lenise Prater (149) describes as 
“reinscribing patriarchal understandings of rape and associated trauma” – that is to say that 
the victims (Paks and Raheli) are silenced, their traumas are depoliticised and they never 
attain justice on any level.  
Although Paks’ assailants in the first incident do not actually rape her, they are part of a rape 
narrative because they threaten to do so. Jeffrey A Brown (2014) writing about onscreen 
action heroines, comments: “Torture is also a key component for action heroines, but the 
brutal…torture of female characters foregrounds issues of sexual violence, rape, power and 
gender in a manner very different than with male characters”. Mario Praz (26) contends that 
the image of the woman in danger is a compelling image of horror and beauty in stark relief. 
He terms this “a new sense of beauty: a beauty imperilled and contaminated…” When the 
hero is a woman, threats of rape and sexual assault are always imminent, and her suffering 
often provides a spectacle for both viewers/readers.  
Paks is first assaulted, and threatened with rape, and then later actually raped. Sarah 
Projansky (18) defines rape narratives as “representations of rape, attempted rape, threats of 
rape, implied rape, and…coercive sexuality”. Therefore, the narrative does not have to 
include actual physical rape, but at least present the threat of non – consensual sex as a 
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powerful component. Prater (148) also states that “fantasy literature is one more culturally 
powerful genre in which rape is narrated…and, like other popular genres, has some power to 
reinforce and naturalise or to challenge, rape culture”. Buchwald, et al (vii) define the term 
‘rape culture’ as a social reality, where “sexual violence is a fact of life, inevitable as death or 
taxes”, suggesting that rape has become a normalised and pervasive part of society. The 
society Moon creates is seemingly no different – and perhaps much worse than many twenty 
first century primary world societies - rape is neither punished by law nor do the victims 
voice their experience or see any kind of justice. 
According to Lyn Whitaker (51) feminist critics such as Projansky and Tanya Horeck argue 
that “it is difficult to represent rape without creating a vicarious pleasure in sexual violence”. 
In Moon’s depiction of Paks’ rape, the event happens in a public sphere, before an audience. 
Therefore the rape is witnessed by the fictional audience and the reader, creating an 
embodied reaction of discomfort in readers, and a spectacle for the audience, who are all 
followers of the Liartian priests who torture and rape her. Moon presents this torture and rape 
over the course of ten or so pages in detail and firmly positions the reader as witness along 
with the cheering crowd, creating the discomfort of the helpless observer and unintentional 
voyeur. Laura Tanner (3) observes that “the reader in the scene of violence must negotiate a 
position relative not only to the victim and violator but to the attitudes about violation 
encoded in representation and experienced through reading”. While the reader is mainly 
appalled and made uncomfortable by this scene, the witnesses in the crowd are excited and 
entertained: “the watching crowd talked and laughed, like people watching a juggler at a 
village fair” (Moon, Oath of Gold, 970). The crowd are invited to participate in this spectacle 
of horror, and the scene is somewhat self- reflexive as it presents this event as a teaching 
experience to both the fictional witnesses and the reader. It is presented by the perpetrators as 
a lesson in torture and degradation. The priests actually use the term “‘spectacle’” to describe 
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this scene: “What a spectacle we can offer! It’s rare sport indeed to have a Paladin to play 
with…” (Moon, 968).  
Laura Mulvey, writing about the experience of the cinema audience and the male characters 
within a film, writes that the “‘male gaze’” positions the woman as passive object of the 
heterosexual male gaze where the woman is an object of male pleasure. The woman is 
situated as erotic object for both the male viewers of the film and the male characters within 
the film itself, and this is also relevant to Moon’s portrayal of Paks’ ordeal. Mulvey (19) 
observes that that “the gaze of the spectator and that of the male characters are neatly 
combined without breaking narrative verisimilitude”, suggesting Paks is sexualised, 
fetishized and devalued by a literary version of the male gaze in a situation where her body is 
dominated and rendered passive. As a warrior woman who is also asexual and a virgin this 
means her identity is compromised and irrevocably altered. Her virginity, though she has 
been raped, seems to play an important part in her ordeal as both a narrative device to make 
her rape appear the more shocking and to position her as a good and pure feminine victim.  
While Moon has the audience within the narrative eventually turn toward pity for Paks, this is 
not until she has been raped several times and tortured for days. No one in the crowd speaks 
up or acts against the Liartians, even though some are clearly disturbed and ashamed by what 
has occurred and their part in it: “those watching could not deny the wounds…they had 
helped deal them…they could not deny the sight of blood…the smell of it…the sticky feel of 
it…the salt taste on too many tongues…” (Moon, 979). The priests invite members of the 
crowd up several times to participate in Paks’ torture and rape. In doing so, the priests 
become another set of witnesses to the rape as they enjoy watching their followers partake in 
this “‘spectacle’”. Moon (973) writes: “Again the crowd was ordered up, in groups, to 
participate. Now the men were urged to arouse themselves…” Horeck (92) suggests that 
depicting rape “forces us to see the worst, so that we may be educated and transformed”, yet 
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Moon’s depiction of Paks’ ordeal spans several days before any of the witnesses in the novels 
begin to feel any remorse or revulsion. 
By creating characters who are expressly evil in her universe, as the ones who perpetrate 
Paks’ ordeal, Moon affirms what Prater (150) describes as dualistic concepts of good and evil 
which are at work in rape myths. She writes “such dualism is at play in ‘rape myths’ such that 
in order for the victim to signify as victim, she must be a virtuous exemplar of (feminine) 
goodness, and the rapist must resemble a monstrous (masculine) evil”. The Liartian priests 
are purely evil, and othered by their worship of a dark and malicious god who is in direct 
contrast to Paks’ deities, the High Lord and Gird, who represent light, honour and justice. 
Paks herself is virginal, good and respected, and presents a direct contrast to the priests and 
the followers of Liart. To reiterate the evil of the priests, Moon has the priests themselves 
point out the depth of their depravity by having them bring in a young boy and declare “See? 
If we treat children so, think how much worse it will be for you” (Moon, 971). Prater (159) 
also states that “the perfect counterpoint to these monstrous rapists are sexually innocent 
victims and that the enclosed nature of the virginal body renders the violation of it more 
obvious’”. Another trope at play here is the contrast between evil men who rape and torture, 
and good men who are noble and honourable like Stammel and Phelan.  
 Moon uses the narrative device of rape as “an expected narrative punishment for the 
headstrong woman in literature” (Whitaker, 56), where the strong female character is often 
punished by some kind of violence or degradation, and this occurs so often in these narratives 
as to become ‘expected’. Paks is punished for her prior strength with rape, torture and 
humiliation, and is also silenced as a victim. Susanna Davis (9) observes that “sometimes in 
literature voices are allowed to speak, and other times they are silenced. This is particularly 
true when reading rape”. Davis further asserts that a part of this silencing is the refusal of the 
survivors to actually use the term “‘rape’”. Paks herself certainly does not use this term, nor 
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does she refer to her experience again after she is offered a healing which will allow her to 
forget what has happened: “What I am now – what I can do – comes from that. The things 
that were so bad, that hurt so. If I forget them, if I forget that such things can happen – how 
can I help others?” (Moon, 1017). Paks uses simple, almost child- like language to describe 
her experience – such as “‘bad’” and “‘hurt’”. She talks about the physical wounds in such 
simple terms that this gives the impression that she cannot (and will not) articulate her ordeal 
in any real depth. Paks’ recovery is miraculous – her injuries start to disappear before the 
eyes of the Liartians, causing fear and panic. She is left with some physical scars, but after 
some healing there is no physical pain either. Moon does not give a voice to the victim. 
Rather this scenario highlights the limitations of Moon’s portrayal of rape – Paks says she 
wishes to help others, yet she is unable to verbalise her own experience. Paks’ miracle 
healing seems, in fact, an avoidance and to substitute for any verbalisation or discussion of 
rape and its aftermath. 
Moon again presents rape in a problematic light when Gird’s daughter Raheli is raped in A 
Legacy of Honour (2010). This is the catalyst for Gird’s heroic journey, positioning Raheli’s 
subjective experience as secondary to the significance of rape as impetus for the male quest. 
Again Moon makes use of a typical fantasy storyline where poor peasants are menaced by 
their overlords, and Raheli is raped (while pregnant) by their overlord Count’s troops. This 
results in her inability to have any more children. Unlike Paks, Raheli’s fondest wish is to be 
a wife and mother, rather than a warrior – “They didn’t want to hear what she really 
thought…if she had been able to bear children…she would have been happy to center [sic] a 
family, as her mother had…she would have enjoyed the close friendship of other women in a 
farming village” (Moon, 496). Unlike Paks and Barra, Raheli seeks the company of women 
and their friendship and shared experiences. A particularly telling section in the novel shows 
how Raheli views sex, love and marriage. She states that the peasant folk “always had a place 
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for those who loved for pleasure, not bearing, but most of those married for children and 
loved where they would” (Moon, 496). In Raheli’s environment, sex for pleasure without 
having children is perfectly acceptable - marriage is an economical and practical way of 
raising a family, fidelity is not necessarily demanded, and children are a priority. Curiously, 
pregnancy and family life are not particularly rewarded in Moon’s world. Raheli loses her 
child and is unable to have more children, Arian loses her unborn baby to poisoning 
(although later she does give birth to twins – important as the king’s heirs). Raheli does not 
remarry and remains alone. Sharon MacDonald (44) states that “women classified as sexually 
inactive may be classified as sexually ‘unspecified’ or ‘desexualised’”, and this is the case for 
Raheli as she becomes a matronly figure (though she is still quite young) who mothers all the 
children and young women in the camp, though she is not thought of as a sexual figure by 
any of the men (or women) around her. She compares herself to the “‘old grannies’” of her 
village who take on this role of mother, grandmother and wise woman, and finds herself 
lacking: “to be one of the old grannies you had to be a wife and mother first: you had to give 
the blood of birthing, the milk of suckling; you had to prove your power to give life to the 
family. She was no granny: she was barren, a widow - a scarred freak who would not fit in” 
(Moon, 496). Raheli’s rape not only robs her of the chance to be a wife and mother, but her 
entire sense of self is so bound up in mothering that she loses the identity she had always 
imagined for herself, and feels this lack means there is no place for her in the world in which 
she lives. She does not remarry as she cannot have children, and she sees the scar from her 
rape ordeal as the marker of an outsider. She is also isolated from the power she perceives in 
the act of giving life and nurturing. She is forced to forge a new feminine identity for herself 
which is very different from the one she most values. 
Raheli also asserts her discomfort with the idea of women who choose not to have children or 
are lesbians: “she had no way to understand those who were content outside the family 
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structure, women who not only loved women, but wanted no home as she knew it, wanted no 
children” (Moon, 496). In Raheli’s world view, the woman’s role is that of wife and mother, 
and women who deviate from this are considered non – normative. The ‘family structure’ 
must include husband and children, and any deviation is not recognised. Maaret Wager (390) 
observes that “women are supposed to have maternal instinct which destines them to have 
children and subordinate their own interests to those of their offspring”. Wager further notes 
that women who choose to remain childless are still identified in relation to maternity, and 
this is also Raheli’s attitude – both towards others and herself. Maternity is the axis on which 
female identity revolves for her, and women without children (who are capable of having 
them) represent both a threat to her idea of femininity and ‘real’ womanhood, and challenge 
her notions of the family and its structure. She is apparently accepting of lesbians in theory, 
yet cannot understand or approve of the choice of a woman to love another woman, given 
that this kind of relationship sits firmly outside the accepted family formation. Of course, in a 
contemporary setting same sex couples can become parents by a variety of means, but in 
Raheli’s pseudo medieval society this is not a reality. Sexuality for Raheli is attached to 
reproduction, and perhaps this is another reason she does not remarry – she cannot have 
children so a new relationship would appear to her somewhat futile.  
Like Paks, Raheli is also a silenced victim who does not verbalise her experience as such. 
While she does mention her rape, she again does not use the word. Others speak frankly 
about it, yet Raheli speaks in terms of her losses and vulnerability: “I lost that blood, lost my 
husband, lost my child, and could not strike even one good blow to stop it” (Moon, 167). 
Again, similarly to Paks, Raheli wants to help others, in this case by teaching women how to 
fight and defend themselves. According to Cyr (22) “when war is present women are 
automatically subjected to violence…for women of the early…wars, there was very little 
protection against rape and starvation once the conflicts began”. Raheli has been just such a 
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victim and she teaches women to use weapons, yet she is still unable to verbalise her 
experience in using the actual term “‘rape’”. Debra Ferreday (25) writes that “women’s 
accounts of rape are routinely silenced, and there is a pervasive institutionalised 
squeamishness about using the words ‘rape’ and ‘rape culture’”, and in the settings of 
Moon’s fictional societies a rape culture definitely exists and the victims are repeatedly 
silenced. Perhaps this could be seen as a reflection by Moon on the pervasiveness of rape 
culture in contemporary society and the treatment of victims, yet silencing both these 
characters means she does little to confront or challenge the issue. She is still constrained by 
gender norms and contemporary contexts, and her female characters, although strong women, 
are still not given the opportunity to voice their experiences. Raheli, at least, has the 
opportunity to make meaningful changes and contributions by teaching other women to fight, 
and thereby perhaps avoid the same fate which befell her and set her on the path of warrior 
woman.  
Conclusion 
While Moon presents female characters in some subversive ways in terms of sexuality, the 
same cannot be said for her men. Male characters in the series are typically heteronormative 
and there are no sexual diversities amongst the men in the novels. This is quite a considerable 
omission given that she chooses to represent both lesbianism and asexuality for the women. 
Perhaps it is part of a narrative strategy where she attempts to present subversive women in 
direct contrast to men who are set firmly within hegemonic constructs of masculinity. By 
making her men conform to heteronormative sexual stereotypes, this allows Moon’s women 
to appear more subversive. Although she presents some characterizations and scenarios that 
challenge familiar sexuality tropes in fantasy fiction especially through her choice of an 
asexual protagonist, Moon tends to enforce a male – female dichotomy and her treatment of 
sexuality is largely conservative and marked by avoidance or violence.  
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Her conservative treatment of female sexuality is evidenced by the contrasting fates of Raheli 
and Cal Halveric. Although both are disfigured and left unable to have more children, Cal is 
able to continue his life much as before. He reasserts command of his mercenary company 
and is reassured by his father as to his status. He has already fathered children and seemingly 
this is enough. As a male, he is able to reassert his masculine position, whereas Raheli, by 
contrast, does not return to any semblance of the life she previously had. She never remarries, 
nor does she seek a sexual relationship of any kind. She remains non – sexual throughout the 
narrative. Here Moon sets up a dichotomy between female warrior and wife and mother 
which, the next chapter will show, becomes a problematic pattern in her narratives. Raheli 
sees that she has no choice but to become a warrior woman and teach other women since she 
cannot be a wife and mother.   
Moon’s creation of Paks asexuality is arguably the most interesting sexual aspect in the 
novels, especially since asexual protagonists are only just beginning to emerge in fantasy 
fiction, and The Deed of Paksenarrion was actually published in 1988, almost thirty years 
ago. At this time asexual protagonists were much less prevalent, and Paks is a heroic 
character who is definitely asexual in orientation and remains so despite the many challenges 
she faces from those around her.  
Moon does not present sex scenes in her novels. Rather she alludes to these in a rather coy 
manner – on Phelan and Arian’s wedding night for example, Phelan says “but I do know one 
thing Arian. I love you, and I am no longer hungry for food or sleep…” (Moon, Echoes of 
Betrayal, 229). She chooses to concentrate instead on the adventure aspects of the series and 
this allows readers to follow the journeys of the characters rather than their love lives. This is 
particularly important in portraying questing female characters who are the main protagonists 
in their own stories rather than as secondary characters who play supporting roles to the male 
hero. 
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While Moon’s presentation of rape narratives is problematic in that it reiterates a tradition of 
silencing victims and links sexuality with power, this could perhaps be read as a commentary 
on the prevalence of rape culture and particularly the pervasiveness of rape in the military 
both in historical and contemporary settings. Cyr (24) writes that during the Second World 
War, when women reported sexual assault they were often discharged from service or 
ignored.  She further states that “in response to the prevalence of sexual assault…military 
officials supplied servicewomen with condoms as a way to prevent the spread of disease or 
pregnancy when raped” (24). If a woman was unable to “convince her attacker to use a 
condom, then the act was considered consensual”. Cyr expands on this stating “the 
connection between servicewomen of the 1940s and servicewomen of the twenty- first  
century is clear: those who report incidents of sexual harassment and sexual assault are 
treated as criminals, while the attacker is rarely given more than a verbal warning” (24).   
 Portraying Paks’ rape as a public spectacle engages with work by feminist theorists on rape 
and spectatorship – the role of the observer and the participant, and the positioning of the 
reader as audience to spectacles of violence. Moon manages to situate the reader as both 
uncomfortable witness and inactive bystander. Raheli’s rape is presented quite differently to 
that of Paks, as only the after effects are described. Rather than the experience itself, for 
Raheli, it is its aftermath and consequences which are the focus, which could be seen as 
positive considering she uses her experience to help those around her. Again, she does not 
verbalise her experience and the rape clearly changes Raheli’s life and its trajectory. She 
becomes a warrior woman because of the feelings of helplessness her rape caused and wishes 
to train other women to avoid this happening to them. In this sense, Raheli’s way of helping 
others is more successful than that of Paks, as she teaches women practical ways to help 
themselves, whereas Paks simply rides in and saves the day, and as a Paladin on quest goes 
where she is ‘called’ rather than where she is perhaps most needed. Those she helps are also 
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already in positions of privilege, whereas the women and girls Raheli trains are peasants and 
farmers’ wives. After the loss of her husband and child, Raheli does not resume an active 
sexuality, and it seems that this is not due directly to the rape itself, but rather the feelings of 
unworthiness and inadequacy created in its aftermath. Her physical scarring means that she 
sees herself as unattractive, and the fact that she cannot conceive another child means that she 
sees sexual relationships as pointless. Raheli’s preference for domestics and motherhood 
serves to separate her from the other warrior women in the novels, and women who choose 
family are treated particularly harshly by Moon. Either their family itself is sacrificed, as in 
Raheli’s case, or something else must be sacrificed, as in the case of Arian and Estil Halveric, 
who give up their training and become wives and mothers instead.  None of the women in 
Moon’s world, it seems, can have both, and those who choose an active sexuality are often 
criticised or derided as stupid or irresponsible. Lesbians who are warriors are tolerated in this 
fictional world because their sexuality does not include the threat of childbirth as a distraction 
from duty, and it is Paks’ asexuality which is the most highly rewarded with her 
transcendence to almost saint- like status.   
 Moon’s portrayal of Barra, who, as the only developed lesbian character turns toward evil 
after nurturing a hatred of both Paks and Phelan, is problematic. This serves to further 
marginalise women who engage in same sex relationships within the narrative, and by not 
portraying homosexual men at all, Moon seemingly privileges heteronormative relationships 
or individuals who don’t engage in sex. Although Barra is a secondary character, she plays an 
important role in the narrative, and is an excellent example of Moon’s obvious employment 
of the good and evil dichotomy. Barra is dark to Paks’ light, and throughout the novels she is 
set mainly in direct opposition to Paks. Her sexuality has no bearing on her actions, and 
Moon’s choice to portray her as a lesbian in this sense is curious, considering the potential of 
fantasy fiction to present more positive, multi- dimensional characters and sexualities. 
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Moon’s approach to sexualities is mostly conservative, and remains constrained by genre 
expectation and heteronormative contexts and ideals. Heterosexual relationships are the most 
developed within the narratives and asexuality, celibacy and repressed sexuality are the most 
rewarded. Women who elect to engage in active sex lives must make choices with regard to 
family, motherhood and sexuality, or positions in the military, suggesting that the women she 
creates do not have the capacity to fulfil several roles simultaneously.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
117 
 
Conclusion 
Fantasy fiction has the opportunity to present gender and sexuality in subversive ways by 
critiquing traditional norms and expectations. While Elizabeth Moon does attempt to 
challenge conservative gender roles, her work is still very much restricted by normative 
notions in the areas of genre, masculinities, sexuality and women’s roles. 
Genre is particularly important as Moon’s work operates within established genre boundaries 
and is constrained to a large extent by genre expectations. While she focuses on women’s 
narratives, for example, which can be seen as subversive in a genre where the male hero is 
largely privileged, her female characters are still largely constrained by traditional motifs and 
stereotypes in the fantasy genre such as the loss of autonomy, vulnerability to sexual violence 
and personal sacrifice. While she attempts to push boundaries in some areas she is essentially 
restricted by adherence to traditional fantasy tropes. Some of her male characters are in fact 
more subversive than her women.   
While several of her male characters are arguably typical male fantasy fiction stereotypes (the 
uncrowned king, the magical helper, the warrior, etc) she presents some men who are 
vulnerable to disability, age and castration, all threats to hegemonic masculinity, which is not 
typical in a fantasy narrative. Although male characters with these issues have been presented 
before by other authors Moon deals with these in a direct manner by having these characters 
grapple openly with these issues and allows each of them to find new ways of defining their 
masculinity beyond hegemonic norms and expectations. Unlike typical representations of 
fantasy kings, Moon’s character, Phelan, is weakened by his position as king – in – waiting 
and loses his autonomy as the subject of a woman’s quest. His value lies in his identity as the 
true king, rather than as an individual. Moon symbolically castrates many of her male figures 
(one literally) and this is quite subversive within the high fantasy/medieval settings of her 
novels. Many of her most significant male characters are made helpless in some way and 
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forced to reinterpret their masculinity. This is perhaps a narrative tool used by Moon in order 
to highlight the strength of her women by contrast. Nonetheless her portrayal of men is 
significant in the context of the hegemonic masculinity present in the world which they 
inhabit.  
Moon’s treatment of sexuality is more problematic. On the one hand, few protagonists are 
having consensual, pleasurable sex, except (it is implied) those in traditional heterosexual 
marriages which are a marginal presence in the narratives. There are few sex scenes as such, 
and those which are mentioned are alluded to only in fairly prudish terms. By contrast, 
however, Moon presents extended scenes of rape and torture, and two of her female 
characters are victims of rape. Traditional fantasy narratives often present rape or forced 
marriage or some other kind of sexual violence as a catalyst for women’s journeys, and Moon 
is no exception, yet her main female protagonist, Paks, fights her way out of her initial 
arranged marriage situation, rather than running away. However, Moon later subjects her to 
an attempted and then actual rape – thereby restructuring her strongest female hero as a 
victim. Neither of Moon’s rape victims verbalise their experience, and remain silenced even 
though by making them her protagonists Moon has the opportunity to give victims a voice. 
Here she is constrained by cultural and generic restrictions where victims are commonly 
silenced. Perhaps unintentionally, Moon utilises the narrative trope of sexual violence as 
punishment for strong women, undermining what she could have achieved with her female 
heroic characters.  
Moon’s problematic depiction of sexuality extends to the heteronormativity of her narratives. 
While Moon creates one lesbian character, she is portrayed in a negative light and confined to 
the margins. Barra is represented as jealous, petty and vindictive and in the end follows a path 
of evil. This is Moon’s only developed lesbian character and as such she is relegated to 
simply being a dark nemesis for the good, light and pure Paks. Homosexual men are not 
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present at all in Moon’s world, yet villains like Siniava appear to manifest homoerotic 
signifiers in the treatment of captured male subjects, and this again associates homosexuality 
with negativity. Moon’s narrative privileges heteronormativity, yet even heterosexual desire 
is presented as problematic for women. Paks is asexual and focused on her quest to the 
exclusion of all else. Active female sexuality is either punished or subject to an either/or 
scenario where women must choose between active sexuality (in most cases leading to 
children and/or family) or what Moon seems to regard as autonomy.  
In the aforementioned interview with Rachel Bach (3) for Orbit Books, Moon stated that she 
wanted to create “women who were more like real women I knew: women with agency and 
intelligence and drive, with both physical and moral courage, and with interests beyond home 
and sex”. This suggests that Moon perceives a dichotomy between ‘home and sex’ and 
‘agency and intelligence’ and that these are mutually exclusive, and this view is clear 
throughout the narrative, especially in her portrayal of Paks, Dorrin and Raheli – none of 
whom either express or perform an active sexuality. Moon pays very little attention to wives 
and mothers, situating them firmly in the background and without much autonomy. Those 
who choose to marry and have children are divested of power due to the fact that they are 
forced to choose one path only – wives and mothers in Moon’s world are allowed to do 
nothing other than play the domestic roles they choose – “home and sex”. Arian, who 
becomes Queen, must surrender her role as squire and submit to being guarded and protected 
by her former peers. Estil Halveric is described as having been an excellent archer, yet she 
relinquishes her training in order to run a household and raise children.  
While Moon allows her virgin princesses to escape arranged marriages by entering knight’s 
training, they are still political pawns of powerful men and contained and controlled within 
the military company they join. Moon constantly highlights the benefits of the military for 
women, and while in this pseudo – medieval setting there may be very few options for 
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women other than marriage, there are no other options presented for women at all, unless 
they possess magical/supernatural powers. Even in these cases of individuals with 
preternatural powers the otherness they represent means these women are outside the 
normative boundaries from the beginning. However, Moon chooses to rein in one of these 
unruly women also – the Rose Mage is constrained by the rules enforced in Moon’s world 
with regard to magic and although she begins a new settlement, this is also in exile. It seems 
the only autonomy Moon’s female characters enjoy is that given to warrior women, and these 
are also problematic, in that they come with significant restrictions in all other areas of their 
lives. Paks, for example, is so focused on her quest that there is nothing else in her life. In the 
aforementioned interview with Rachel Bach (3), Moon also stated that “Paks co – operated 
by being who she was like a laser beam…through good times and bad she was (and remains) 
one of the most purely focused characters I ever had to deal with”. While this is certainly 
true, this also means that Paks is defined by her role as Paladin. She is somewhat aloof and 
difficult to relate to for the characters around her, and also for the reader. Earlier in the series 
she displays weakness, doubt and vulnerability but her role as paladin seems to diminish her 
ability to empathise or diverge in any way from her quest. She simply goes where the gods 
send her, and therefore she also lacks autonomy. Moon’s other warrior women, Dorrin and 
Raheli do not seem to have any kind of life outside their military roles. While Raheli has been 
a wife and mother- to- be, again Moon does not allow a character to have both of these 
aspects present in her life simultaneously. Dorrin from the beginning is estranged from her 
family and dedicated to a life of soldiering. Moon’s female characters are far more 
constrained than she would have the reader believe.  
One of the major contributions of this thesis is to the critical discussion of asexuality and the 
representation of asexual identities in fantasy fiction and literature more broadly. While I 
have argued that Moon’s depiction of asexuality is problematic and symptomatic of her 
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tendency to position female autonomy in opposition to home, sex and family, other fantasy 
authors are engaging with asexuality in ways that recognise it as a valid and valued identity. 
However asexuality has as yet received very little critical attention.  
Another avenue for possible further analysis would be to explore the representation of gender 
and sexuality in Moon’s Science Fiction series’. Such a comparison may allow for analysis of 
whether the different genre tropes and expectations of Science Fiction open up scope for 
more subversive explorations of gender, or whether Moon’s apparent conservatism manifests 
in all of her work, across a number of genres. 
In conclusion, despite the potential of Fantasy fiction to explore sexuality and gender in 
alternative and subversive ways, Moon’s Paksworld series remains constrained by the 
limitations of genre, normative expectations, ideals around gender and sexuality, and her own 
conservative world view. While she attempts to present female characters who have interests 
“beyond home and sex”, they are largely actually punished for these transgressions through 
sexual violence, marginalization and patriarchal dominance. 
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